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The slim tousle-haired man entered the | obby of the Americana Hotel, |eaving
t he cacophony of the Seventh Avenue traffic behind him Wl dressed and

qui etly hand-sone, obviously sure of hinself and in control of his world, he
had a trace of aristocracy in his fine-boned face. And a vague but
unm st akabl e touch of fear lay in his dark eyes.It was one thing for the son
of a respectable famly to carve out a successful career as a crimna
entrepreneur, but quite another for himto cone to accept this unconventiona
way of life on a visceral level. He knew he was a good thief, a master

pl anner, but he always expected to get caught. He was not yet working on the
new j ob, was not currently engaged in anything illegal, but already he was
wary and on edge. Pushing through a nob of conventioneers and their w ves, he
crossed to the seedily el egant narble staircase that |ed down to the hotel
restaurants. At the bottom of the steps he glanced at the ranks of public

t el ephones but deci ded agai nst using any of them He passed the entrance to

t he Col umbi an Cof f ee Shop, turned the corner, and wal ked the I ength of the
long corridor to the second set of tel ephones at the back of the hotel. These
were used far | ess than those phones posi-tioned nore conveniently at the base
of the main staircase. Here he was al one. The dead-end hall was quiet, an
unex- pect ed pocket of serenity in the center of the city.Here he would not be
overheard. And privacy was essen-tial, nore for his own peace of mind than for
any real danger that the pending conversation would reveal his crinmnality. He
deposited a dinme and dial ed the operator. She waited through eighteen rings
bef ore she deigned to answer, and then she placed his call to Harrisburg,
Pennsyl vania, as if she were doing hima favor instead of performng a
service.“Felton's Bookshop,” the Harrisburg connection said. It was an old
man's voi ce: cracked, dry, weary.“ditus?”“Yes?"“This is M ke Tucker,” the

dar k-eyed man said. He |l eaned in toward the phone, sheltered between the

Pl exi gl as sound- proofi ng wi ngs on both sides. Felton hesitated. Wen he did

speak, he unconsciously |owered his voice. “Look, |I'mbusy right now, M ke.
The place is full of customers. Maybe . . . Can | call you back in five

m nutes?”“Of course,” Tucker said. The call back was part of the routine they
went through every tinme it was necessary for themto comunicate. “I'Il give

you the number I'mcalling from You have sonmething to wite with?"“Wit

Yeah, here's a pencil. Go ahead, M ke.”After Tucker gave himthe nunber, the
old man read it back. Neither of them had nentioned the area code, an oni ssion
t hat woul d have made the number mneaningl ess to anyone who mnight be listening
inonthe line.“l don't want to wait here too long,” Tucker said.“lI"Il get
back to you in five mnutes. Prom se.” The dark-eyed man hung up. All the papers
that he carried—driver's license, credit cards, rmuseum nenbershi p—dentified
hi mas M chael Tucker, although Tucker was not his real last name. His | ega
surname was well known to readers of the Tinmes society and financial pages
because his father's wealth comrmanded both respect and envy. However, he felt
nore confortable with his alias because the Tucker identity had not been
contam -nated by his father. He did not nmerely hate the old man, he | oat hed
him Wen he was masqueradi ng as M chael Tucker, he felt fresh and cl ean; and
he coul d al nost con-vince hinself that there was no bl ood tie between him and
his father. The Tucker identity was a rel ease from unpl easant associ ati ons and
certain burdensome responsibilities. Besides, when you broke the law to earn
your living, you were wise to use a nane that could not be traced back to

you. The hotel corridor remained quiet. Far down at the other end, past the
public restrooms and the entrance to the bar that would open later in the day,
di shes rattled in the coffee shop. Someone |aughed, voices rose in good hunor,
but no one turned the corner and canme Tucker's way.Finally the tel ephone

rang. “Citus?”“Hello, Mke. How are things with you?” He had | eft the bookshop
for a public phone. Traffic noises filled the air behind him“Not bad,” Tucker
said. “How s Dotty?"“Couldn't be better,” Felton said. “She's taking

bel | y-danci ng | essons. " Tucker | aughed. “Wat is she—sixty-four?"“Sixty-three,”
Felton said. “I told her she'd be making a fool of herself. But you know
somet hi ng? When she cones hone fromthe | essons and shows nme what she's

| earned, she gets ne so excited I'mlike a honeynooni ng bridegroomagain.” H's



own chuckl e conpl enent ed Tucker's laugh. “But this isn't what you called
about. You got ny letter?”“An hour ago,” Tucker said.The letter had been in
the nmorning's mail at Tucker's m dtown Manhattan post-office box: a white
envel ope with no return address. He knew it was from Clitus before he opened
it because he received letters exactly like it once every nonth or so. Half
that often, it was sonething worth following up. ditus Felton earned his way
as |iaison between crimnal free-lancers on the East Coast. Once he had been
in the business hinself, pulling off two or three big robberies a year. But he
was ol d now, sixty-eight, nearly forty years ol der than Tucker. And he had
retired because Dotty was afraid that his luck was running out. However, after
six months in the bookstore, he had known he woul d be unhappy as |ong as he
was permanently estranged fromthe old life, the old excitenent. Therefore, he
had contacted friends and offered his m ddl e-man services. He kept nanes,

al i ases, and ad-dresses all in his head, and when soneone contacted himto
find the right partners for a job, Felton considered the possi-bilities and
wote a few letters and tried to help. In return, he got five per cent of the
take if the job went as planned. It was second-hand excitement, but it kept

hi m goi ng. “Your letter nmentioned bank work,” Tucker said. “You know | don't

i ke bank work.”“The letter also mentioned that it was different from your
usual bank work,” Felton said. “It's very different. Safer, surer, with a

bi gger -t han-average reward.”“Were?”“California.”“That's a | ong way from
hone,” Tucker said.“lt's always best to work that way,” the old nan said.
“Don't you agree?’“l guess | do.”At the far end of the corridor a young couple
turned the corner and started down the Iong hall toward Tucker. The girl was
searching the bottom of her purse and passi ng change over to the young nman
with her. Clearly they were going to use one of the pay phones.“l can't talk
much | onger,” Tucker said. “Can we get down to basic facts?”“You should get in
touch with Frank Meyers,” Felton said. “You know hin? Ever worked with him
before?”“No.”“He's right there in your city.”"ls this his job?"“Yeah. He lived
in California for a while—+that's where he got the idea,” Felton said. “He's a
good man."“We' Il see,” Tucker said, watching the young couple as they drew
nearer. The boy had hair to his shoulders and | ooked out of place in a
wel | -cut business suit. The girl was dark and pretty. “Wen can you set up a

meeting?”“l'll give you his home address,” Felton said. Tucker frowned. “He
doesn't mind nmy knowing it? He's that careless?"“He isn't careless,” Felton
said. “He—="1 don't like working with a man who can't separate his

prof essional and private lives.”“Not everyone's as fanatical about that as you
are,” the old man said. “Lots of guys have been in the business for years and
years, not separating anything, and they haven't taken any falls. | can nane
dozens.”“Sooner or later they'll get bitten,” Tucker said."“Then you aren't
interested in this?" Felton asked.“l'minterested,” Tucker said. He had to be
i nterested because he needed the noney. He took a note pad and pen from his

j acket pocket and copied down Frank Meyers' address.“l'msure you'll like the
setup once Frank explains it to you,” Felton said. “If you don't . . . Tel
Frank to let me know if you aren't interested. | know | can find soneone el se
for him”“1'll do that,” Tucker said.“It really is a sweet job, Mke.”"l hope
so. | need it right now Qherwise, | wuldn't even give this one a second

t hought.”“He's good. | guarantee it.”“Gve Dotty ny love,” Tucker said as the
young coupl e stopped at the tel ephone next to his.“Good |uck, MKke.”“Sure,”
Tucker said, hooking the receiver in its cradle. He snmiled at the girl, nodded
at the boy, and wal ked back toward the main stairs.



The apartnment house on Seventy-ninth Street was not yet unfit enough to be
slated for denolition, but it was getting there. The front steps were badly
cracked and hoved up, the concrete eroding away as if it were not nuch
sturdier than | oose sand. Scarred, badly weathered, the outer foyer door was
centered with a sheet of heavy, cracked, grine-smeared gl ass. The foyer
itself, dirty and dimy lighted, boasted a rather conpl ex nosaic floor, but
nmore than a hundred of the tiny tiles were m ssing. Tucker checked the
mai | boxes agai nst the address that Citus Felton had given him Myers, 3C. He
did not have to ring Meyers to get inside the building because the security

l ock on the inner door was broken. Anyone could walk in and out as he pl eased.
Tucker went in and clinbed the steps to the third floor. The nan who answered
t he door of 3C | ooked nore |ike cheap nuscle than an idea man. He was about
six feet, weighed maybe two-twenty, giving himthree inches and sixty pounds
on Tucker. His face was square and hard, franed by short yell ow hair and
enlivened by a pair of intensely blue eyes.“Myers?” Tucker asked."Yeah?” H s
voi ce was | ow and rough. Tucker knew the sound of it and what it neant.
Soneone had once stonped on the big man's throat, giving himan Andy Devine
imtation for a voice. H s neck was not inflaned or swollen, which neant it
had happened a long tinme ago.“l' m Tucker.” Meyers blinked, surprised. He w ped
one hand across his face, trying to pull off his confusion as if it were a
mask. Hi s bright blue eyes seemed slightly unfocused. “But . . . You just
called a couple of mnutes ago.”“l used the tel ephone booth on the
corner.”“Ch.”Standi ng there in the shabby hallway where he m ght be seen by
anyone entering or |eaving another apartment, Tucker was getting inpatient
with Meyers. “Do | have to say a secret password or sonething?”“Wat?” Meyers
asked.“To get in. | need a secret word?”“Ch, no. Sorry,” the big man said,

st eppi ng back out of the way. “Didn't expect you so soon, that's all. You
caught ne off guard.” Tucker was unconfortably certain that it did not take
much to catch Frank Meyers off guard. How in the hell had a sound head |ike
Citus Felton becone involved with an ox like this?He entered the apartnent,
sidl ed past Meyers, and went on through the dingy little reception area. The
[iving roommeasured ten by twenty feet and had four |arge w ndows, yet it
seenmed like a closet. The walls had once been cl ean and white but had since
yel  owned and now were gradually turning brown at the edges as if subjected to
a great and relentless heat. Like lunps of charred matter, the furniture was
all dark and heavy and ugly. Everything was overstuffed, shape-less. And there
was too nuch of it: a pair of squat gray sofas, three unmatched easy chairs, a
l owslung coffee table, end tables, pole lanps, table | anps, a desk, a hutch
a television set . . . Tucker thought the place nmust have cone fur-nished and
that Meyers had added consi derabl e bel ongi ngs of his own to what the I andlord
provided.“Sit down, sit down!” the big man said, notioning to the easy chairs.
Tucker sat on one of the sofas. “Can | get you sonething to drink?”“No,

t hanks,” Tucker said.“A beer? |I've got Scotch, vodka, rum. . . How about a
rum and Coke?” He rubbed his hands together incessantly. They were call oused
and nade a soft hissing noise.He could see that Meyers was nervous—at her
curiously agitated. Though he did not want a drink at eleven-thirty in the
nmorning, he was willing to take one if it would help to relax the other nan.
“Vodka and ice. But a small one.”"“Sure,” Meyers said. “Back in a second.” He
went out to the kitchen, where he started rattling bottles and gl asses. Tucker
studied the roomnore closely than he had been able to do when Meyers was
there. He saw that the place was not only overcrowded with furniture but
cluttered as well with dirty whiskey gl asses, week-old newspapers, enpty and
crunpl ed cigarette packages . . . The worn maroon carpet had not been swept
for weeks, perhaps not for nmonths. The end tables, television, and coffee
tabl es were sheathed in jackets of gray dust.Could Frank Meyers possibly be an
i dea man, a group | eader? The concept was |udicrous as far as Tucker was
concerned. How could Meyers conceive, plan, and execute an intricate crine
when he could not even manage to keep his own living roomcl ean? Wat was
wong with ditus Felton? Wiy would he work with a man like this? O was it
possi bl e that the old man had known Meyers years ago when he was sonet hi ng



better than he seened to be now?Meyers, returned fromthe kitchen and gave
Tucker his drink. He took his own whiskey over to one of the easy chairs and,
hol ding the small glass in both hands, sat down.For the first time Tucker saw
that the man reflected his sloppily kept apartment. H s trousers were
unpressed, his white shirt a runpled ness. He had not shaved in a couple of
days, and his yell ow whi skers were beginning to cast soft shadows over his
face.“You aren't what | expected,” Meyers said.“Ch?"“l thought you'd be

ol der.”“1'mtwenty-nine,” Tucker said.“That's awfully young.” Meyers sipped
hi s whi skey and wat ched Tucker over the rimof the glass. H s eyes were w de
and slightly bl oodshot. " You?” Tucker asked.“Forty-one.”"“You aren't that far
ahead of ne.”“How | ong you been in the business?”“About three and a half
years,” Tucker said.“Pulled my first job nore than twenty years ago.” He

sounded faintly nostalgic, like a high school jock recalling his biggest gane,
as if he longed to relive those early years. That was a bad sign. Wien a nan
began to yearn for the past, he was not doing very well in the present. And

when a thief longed for the past, it also nmeant that he expected to get nailed
by the cops in the near future. It meant he was losing faith in hinself and
that he could not be fully trusted. Tucker knew he should stand up and get out
of there. He could see that Meyers was troubl e. But he did need the noney

H s share fromthe hijacking of a Mafia cash collection, split only three
nmont hs ago, had run out even though it had been a substantial sum He |ived
extremely well, and he wanted to keep living ex-trenely well, wanted to keep
the Park Avenue apartnent, the art work, all of it . . .He had been offered
two other jobs recently, but he had turned them both down when they failed to
nmeet one or the other of the three criteria he had set for a robbery. First of
all he never robbed individuals, but hit institutions |ike insurance
conpani es, banks, departnment stores—and the Mafia, once. Second, he would work
only when he was the undi sputed boss, when the plans for the operation were
marked with his personal and careful attention to detail. Finally, the job had
to feel good to him had to appeal to sone internal gauge that, as

i ndescri babl e and indefinable as it was, had never yet failed him He rejected
a great many deals that ultimately worked out for other people. He passed up
potentially rewardi ng opportunities. However, his caution and his three
criteria had thus far kept himout of jail."“Sonething el se about you,” Meyers
said, still looking at himover the whiskey gl ass. Tucker waited."“You don't

| ook |ike what you are.”Tucker still said nothing.“Wat do I |ook |ike?”
Meyers asked. Then he answered his own question: “Miscle. | |ook Iike a cheap
hood. That's how | got started, and |I'Il never shake the imge.” He fin-ished
his drink and put the glass on the water-ringed coffee table. “Everyone | ever
worked with . . . You could tell they were in the business. It was stanped on
them But you | ook |ike some hot-shot young executive.”"Thanks,” Tucker
said.“No offense neant.”“Or taken.”"l just nmeant that you don't look like a
hood. And that's just great. That's a plus in this business.”l'mnot a hood,
Tucker said. “I"'ma thief.”“Sane thing,” Meyers said, though it was not the
same thing at all to Tucker. “As clean cut as you | ook, you' d make a good
front man in an operation.” Tucker had been hol ding his vodka, but he had not
drunk much of it. The day was too new to support |iquor. Besides, after
studyi ng Frank Meyers and the man's apartnent, Tucker wondered how well the
gl ass had been washed. He finally put it down. “Speaking of operations, what

about this one of yours?”“l still don't know nmuch about you,” the big man
said, shifting unconfortably in the easy chair.“Wat do you need to
know?”“d itus recomended you. | guess that ought to be enough . . . But what

are some things you' ve done? Who have you worked with?”Reluctantly, Tucker

| eaned back in the stale-snelling couch. He did not want to stay here any

| onger than he had to, for the disorder and filth put himon edge. However,
Meyers was begi nning, just beginning, to sound like a careful nan. Perhaps he
was nore and better than he appeared to be. There might be a safe profit in
the job after all. “You ever hear about the arnored car hit in Boston two
years ago? Allied Transport truck was knocked over for six hundred thousand.
Four nmen did the job.”“l heard of it. That was yours?” Meyers | eaned forward,



shoul ders hunched, interested. Tucker explained how it had been done, whom he
had worked with. He did not try to make it sound better than it was. He did
not need to gloss it over, for it had been a perfect caper, cleverly planned
fromthe start. There was no way, in the telling, to inprove upon it."“Now
you,” Tucker said when he finished tal ki ng about hinsel f.\Wether he had

pl anned t hem or not, Frank Meyers had been in on sone good bits of business
over the years. And he had worked with nany of the right people. He did not
appear to be a sound, seasoned, successful operator, but apparently he was. In
his retellings he was as straightforward and brief as Tucker had been. His
record was not as flashy as the younger man's, but it was solid and inpressive
inits own way."“Anything el se you want to know about ne?” Meyers asked. "“Yes.
What's the job you' ve got now?”“You don't like the prelimnaries, do you?”
Meyers asked, smiling.“No.”The big nman drained the water fromthe nelted ice
cubes in his whiskey glass, shoved to his feet. “Come on out to the kitchen
It'Il be easier to go over the plans.”The kitchen was small and certainly as
poorly kept as the living roomhad been. Dirty dishes filled the sink. The
wast e- basket was overflowi ng with used paper towels, enpty car-tons, and open
cans that were crusted around the edges with the food that they had once
contai ned. The cracked |ino-leumwas stained in dozens of spots and was fil nmed
overall with the grine of day-to-day city life. A cockroach was feasting on
bread crunbs by the refriger-ator. It sensed their footsteps and scuttled for
cover under the oven.“W'I|l use the table here,” Meyers said. He renoved a
dirty plate and a set of silverware |eft over from breakfast—or perhaps from
the previous night's supper. He ran his big hands over the top of the dinette,
satisfied hinself that there was nothing sticky or wet to get in their
way.“Citus told me it was a bank job,” Tucker said. He stood at one end of
the table, preferring not to sit down.“That's right,” Meyers rasped. “And a

sweet one.”"l don't |ike bank work,” Tucker said. “There are too damed many
ri sks. You' ve got to deal with fancy alarm systens, closed-circuit television
heroic tellers, panicky pa-trons, guards, limted getaway routes . . ."“This

is different,” Meyers said, echoing Citus Felton. He went to the bread box
that sat on the counter by the sink and renmoved a | arge, fol ded paper from
beneath a tin of store-bought sweet rolls. “Wen you see the setup, you'l
love it.”Wien he saw the setup, Tucker thought, he would nmore than |ikely
laugh in Frank Meyers's face and then get the hell out of there.But there was
nothing to be gained by | eaving before Meyers said his piece. The big man

m ght just have sone-thing after all. That distracted | ook had finally |eft
his blue eyes. He seened to be nore alert, |ess punped up with nervous energy,
and nore inclined to get down to the facts. He was still runpled and sonewhat

sour snelling, but he no |onger |ooked as if he belonged in this pigsty of an
apart-ment. Cbviously the thought of this bank job energized and lifted him
Whi ch m ght nmean sonething. O nothi ng. Meyers unfol ded the paper on top of the
kitchen tabl e and stepped back to give Tucker a good look at it.It was a
carefully rendered diagram of a | arge building. The paper itself was a
four-foot square, and the scale was twenty-five feet to the inch. It was well
drawn, full of names and shorthand descriptions.“The bank?” Tucker asked,

i npressed by the detail. He bent closer, squinting at the witing.“No,” Meyers
said. “It's the full layout of a small shop-ping center near Santa Nbnica.

Ni neteen stores, all under one roof.”“Ni neteen stores,” Tucker said, not
believing it. “Ni ne-teen stores—and one bank.”“That's right.”"“You want to hit
a bank that's situated in the center of a goddanmmed encl osed shopping mall,”

Tucker said, incredu-lous. “Is that it?” He half turned away fromthe di agram
and stared hard at Meyers. The big man had to be joking.He was serious. H s
broad face was creased by a silly but sincere grin. “I want that bank. That's

mainly what we're after, naturally. But | also want two or three of the very
best stores in the place.” Tucker just stared at him“Stores,” Myers repeated.

“Jewelry, furs, antiques . . .""“l understood you the first tinme.”“Do the
| ogi stics bother you?” Meyers asked.“They don't bother you?”“No.”“They
shoul d.”“1f you'll look nmore closely at the drawing,” Meyers said, “you'll see

that there are only four entrances to the mall.” He held up four thick



fingers, as if he thought Tucker m ght need sone |earning reinforcenment. “We
can gain control of all the doors and then clean out everything worth taking.”
He | aughed at Tucker's expression. “Sounds crazy, doesn't it?"“Absolutely,”
Tucker said. He turned conpletely away fromthe table. “And you can count ne
out.”Meyers stopped grinning. “VWait a minute.” He |aid one heavy hand on
Tucker's shoulder. “It really is possible. It's safe. It's the sweetest thing
|'ve ever come across.” Tucker grimaced, shrugged. Meyers took the hint. He
nmoved hi s hand. “Look,” Tucker said, “even if you had control of the four mall
doors, what would you do with all of the customers? That place will be full of
t hem any day of the week. Shop-pers coming and going, in and out . . ."“lI'm
aware of that.”“G ad to hear it.”Meyers's hoarse voi ce was touched by anxiety.
“Believe ne, I've got it all figured out. 1'mno amateur. Those people won't
bot her us.”Tucker ignored him because he was pretty nuch con-vinced that

what ever Meyers had “figured out” would be full of holes. “And what are you
going to do about the tel e-phones?”“Tel ephones?”“There, nust be a hundred or
nore public and private phones in a shopping nmall that size. Are you going to
be able to put themall out of use before anyone in there can call the
cops?”“We won't have to worry about the tel ephones,” Meyers said. He was
grinni ng again, though only tentatively. He resenbled a big clunsy hound t hat
want ed approval, affec-tion, congratul ations. But there was a decidedly human
desperation in his eyes.“Furthernore,” Tucker continued, “you'd need an arny

to hold the mall, once you'd taken it.”“Just four or five nmen,” Meyers said
hastily.“ls that right?” Tucker turned, started for the kitchen door.“VWit a
mnute,” Meyers said. “I'mnot stupid. | know what the hell I'mdoing.” H's

anger was feigned. It was only neant to arrest Tucker, to make himlisten for
another monent. In the niddle of the cluttered living roomhe caught Tucker by
the armand stopped him “W wouldn't hit the dammed pl ace during shoppi ng
hours. | never said that.” Tucker sighed, pulled | oose of the big man's hand.
He worked his shoulders to straighten his coat. “It's still no good. This
woul d be twice as difficult as any normal after-hours bank job. You' d have two
sets of alarns to deal with—the mall's and the bank's systens.”Meyers shook
his burly head. His close-cropped hair glinted like nmetal bristles. “No
alarnms.”“A bank w thout alarns?”“Come back to the kitchen with ne,” Meyers
said. He was al nost pleading now H s desperation, whatever the source of it,
was grow ng sharper by the mnute. “Look at the diagramand listen to ne. Hear
me out. | won't keep you long. But . . . Right now you don't have any idea
what's up nmy sleeve.”“And | don't think I want to know,” Tucker said.“Felton
deals with nme!” Meyers said. H s whispery voice now contained a note of pride,

a curious dignity that was at odds with his slovenly appearance. “I'mnot a
loser. I've been in this business all my life. I've been successful at it,

t 0o. " Tucker | ooked around at the dirty walls, the unswept carpet, the tattered
furniture. “If you' ve been so terribly suc-cessful what are you doing in a

pl ace like this?”Follow ng the younger man's gaze, Meyers seened to see the
apartment for the first tinme. He coughed, w ped his face with both hands, a
man trying to slough off the insubstantial but disconcerting residue of a
nightmare. “lI have one weak-ness.”“ls that right?”“Wnen.”“That's no
weakness.”“It is with ne.” Meyers's right hand went to his throat. Hi s blunt
fingers traced a series of vague, pale scars that Tucker now saw for the first
ti me. Someone had stonped on his throat, or had opened it with a quick knife.

Ri ght now Meyers | ooked as if he could still feel the flesh parting under the
bl ade. “1 get ahead, pull a few good jobs, build up a cushion, figure | don't
have any worries . . . Then | hook up with a woman. And she takes it all away

fromme. You know how it is. Wnen are parasites.”“Maybe yours are,” Tucker
said. “Mne isn't.”“Then you' re damed | ucky,” Meyers said. “Mne are al ways
parasites.” But there was a false note in his voice, a lack of conviction. He
did not sound like a wonan hater—er |ike a man who would | et anyone, nan or
worran, take nmoney away fromhim “Look, we aren't here to tal k about womnen.
Cone back to the kitchen. Gve ne ten mnutes to explain everything. | know
you'll want in on this as soon as you understand what it is.”"l already know
what it is,” Tucker said sourly. “lIt's a bank job with especially high risks.



I"mnot that desperate for noney.”“Sure you are,” Meyers said. He chuckl ed.

“I'f you weren't desperate, you' d be |ong gone by now. You're small, but you
wouldn't let me stop you so easily unless you wanted to be stopped. You'd flip
me on my ass and wal k out that door. No . . . You want to hear the whole

schene, but right now you're playing little games so that you can learn nore
about me.” Tucker sniled. Meyers was entirely correct, and it was to his credit
that he had perceived the situation so clearly. Maybe he was a better nan than
he appeared to be."“Ten m nutes?”“Ckay,” Tucker agreed.“Let's go out to the

ki tchen and | ook at the diagram again.” The big nman led the way. Fifteen

m nutes |ater Meyers thunped the top of the kitchen table with one cl enched
fist. “That's the whole plan, every last detail. Snmooth as silk. \Wat do you
think?"“It's extremely clever,” Tucker admitted, still studying the whiteprint
of Cceanvi ew Pl aza, the shopping mall. “But there are a few problens.” The
anxiety returned to Meyers's voice. “Problens?”“You don't seemto have given
any thought to weapons,” Tucker said. “Have you?”“W don't need anything
fancy.” Meyers rubbed his hands together as if he were soapi ng them under a
hot -wat er spigot. “Each man can supply his own piece.”“l disagree,” Tucker
said. “In the first stages of this job you're going to have two professiona
guards, probably ex-cops, and you're going to have to subdue them quickly. One
of themis bound to be a hero type. But he's less likely to becone a rea
threat if he's faced with a gun that intim dates him The bigger and uglier
the guns, the less trouble you'll have with the people on the other end of
them It's just good psychol ogy.” Meyers continued to |lather his hands with

i nvisible soap. “We can't conceal machi ne guns under our coats.”"“They don't

have to be machi ne guns.”“VWat else?”“Let ne worry about that. | have a good
contact. He'll find something suitable.”Meyers |licked his heavy lips. “I
didn't expect to have to finance this operation.”“1"'ll put up for the guns,”

Tucker said.“Then you're in?”Tucker | ooked at the diagramfor a |ong while,
admred the work Meyers had put into it. Then he let his eyes nove around the
kitchen, fromthe filthy dishes in the sink to the pair of cockroaches that
had come out in the far corner in bold defiance of the human presence. “I'm
in—but only if this is ny job.”“It's your job,” Meyers said.“l don't know i f
you fully understand nme.” Tucker began to fold up the di agram of the shopping
mall. “I make all the decisions, right down the |ine.”Meyers nodded rapidly.
He wal ked quickly to the sink, turned on his heel, |eaned against the

drai nboard, then cane away al nost at once, paced nervously back to the table
as Tucker finished folding the whiteprint. He started | athering his hands
again. “ditus explained how you work. You al ways have to be in charge of the
operation. | accept that.”“Just so we're straight with each other fromthe
start.”“l don't mind,” Meyers said. “You ve got a good reputa-tion, so | trust
you. The only thing that really matters is getting a teamtogether, getting
the job done.” He was growi ng increasingly agitated, as on edge as he had been
when Tucker had first cone into the apartnment. He wanted badly to get on with
the job, wanted to set it up and knock it off as fast as possible. Apparently
he needed noney even worse than Tucker did. However, he |ooked as if he
required it for sonething nore essential than food, a new apartment, and a new
worman. “What kind of split would you want?"“A third,” Tucker said. Meyers

wi nced, turned away, wheel ed back agai n, rubbing his hands together

i ncessantly. “Hey, that's steep.”“It's the sane thing that you'll be getting.”
Tucker gave himthe fol ded diagram chiefly to keep himfromlathering his
hands. “We'll need only one nore man for this, and we'll divide the take three
ways, even shares for everybody.”“One nore nan?”"Soneone to break the safe,
two safes if necessary,” Tucker said.“But we can't pull this off with |ess
than four or five men,” Meyers insisted. Tucker smled. “Just watch us.”



Intie's place did not look like an illicit gun shop. It was a three-story
brick building on a quiet |ower-niddle-class street in Queens. Wathered and
somewhat soiled, it was also solid and dignified, a respectabl e neo-Col oni al
structure fromthe turn of the century. It shared the block with a

nei ghbor hood grocery, a pharmacy, a dry cleaner's, and many narrow wel | - kept
apartment buildings. To add to the inmage of serenity there were even a few

| arge battered el ns shadowi ng pi eces of the street and sidewal ks. On the gl ass
door to Inrie's first-floor showoom gilt lettering read: antiques and used
furni-ture. The antique deal ership was nostly a front for the nore lucrative
gun busi ness. Tucker pulled open the heavy door and went inside. A loud buzzer
like the shrill call of a jungle bird, sounded at the rear of the store,
softened a bit by the intervening forest of old cane-back chairs, tables,
tabl e | anps, sideboards, granophones, dry sinks, and teetering stacks of other
val uabl e and worthl ess paraphernalia that Inrie had accumnu-| at ed. Sudden
shadows, dark corners, dust, and bare |ightbulbs contributed to the decor
Intie was sitting in an ancient nmaroon brocade chair in one of the few patches

of light, just inside the door.“Sorry | took so long,” Tucker said. “l had
trouble catch-ing a cab, and then the traffic was terrible.”"It's always
terrible,” Inrie said, struggling to his feet with a deep groan of rea

physi cal distress. He was only five feet six, but he weighed nore than two
hundred pounds. Hi s physique, his baby-smooth but sly and knowi ng face, and
the crinkly fringe of gray hair that ringed his bald head all made hi m I ook

i ke a phil andering, vow breaking nedieval friar. He put down a pornographic
novel that he had been reading and hitched up his baggy trousers, which tended
to settle too far down over his gut. He had been eating cookies, and now he
had crumbs on his shirt. Sighing with distaste at his own slovenliness, he
brushed away the tiny bits. “Be with you in a mnute, Tucker.”He |ocked the
door and put up the cl osed sign.“How you been?” Tucker asked.“Not too good.”
Intrie drew the blind down behind the front door. “l've got stonmach problens.”
He turned around and sl apped his anple belly. “It's this business. Anybody'd
get ulcers fromit. Too dammed nmany worries.” He put his hands on his stomach
as if to reassure hinself that it was still there. “There was a tine not very
Il ong ago,” he said wist-fully, “when a man in nmy line could go about his work
unhanper ed, when he could be certain of his place in things.” This was Inrie's
favorite topic for conversation, or rather for nonol ogue. “These days, you
have to worry about the anti-gun nuts, the bl eeding-heart liberals, the peace
fanatics, these mxed-up pacifist kids . . . They make ne feel like a
crimnal, for Christ's sake.”If you wanted to do business with Inrie, you were
obliged to spend sone tinme listening to his conplaints. Trying to sound

synpat hetic, Tucker said, “lI can see where it would ruin your digestion.”"To
say the least.” Inrie rubbed his stonmach, consoling it. “Thank God the
majority of decent Americans understand that we have to have guns to keep this
country free. If we didn't have guns, how woul d we keep the Comuni sts out?”
He burped on his cookies, excused hinself. “Mst people realize that there's
not hi ng foul and fiendi sh about a man who deals in guns. Look, |I'm no
degenerate. Mst people know that a gun dealer is no nmore a villain than your

| ocal Ford sal esman or the friendly nei ghborhood Good Hunor man.” He burped
again, patted his lips. “Now, Tucker, what can | do for you?"“l want three
guns. Somet hing ugly enough to terrorize the average citizen. Something that
woul d intimdate a nan and keep himfrom behaving foolishly.”“Sure,” Inrie
said, smling. “lI know just what you mean. | can fix you up.”“l thought you
could,” Tucker said. They wal ked to the rear of the store along a tight aisle
of cupboards, corner desks, bookcases, china closets, and other furniture, al
stacked on top of one another, all graced with nearly perfectly preserved

i singlass doors. At the back of the room they went through a tattered yell ow
curtain, up dimy lighted stairs past the second floor where Inrie lived, and

on up to the third level where the fat man kept his guns.“l couldn't deliver
these today, if that's what you have in mind,” Imie said as they cane off the
stairs. “They need work done on them”“l don't need them today,” Tucker

said.On the third floor, as on the first, the partitions had been knocked out



to formone enornmous room But while the first floor contained old furniture,
curiosities and antiques, this place housed nore deadly nerchandi se: in excess
of two thousand rifles, shotguns, handguns, nachi ne and submachi ne guns. They
wer e hooked on the white pegboard walls, cramred on wooden and netal wall

shel ves, tilted agai nst wooden display lifts, laid gently in velvet-Ilined
collector's cases, scattered about the floor, jamred into paper bags. The room
al so contai ned netal -worki ng machi nes, |athes and a small gas-fired forge and
cooki ng pots where netals could be nelted down and shaped. Despite the

di sarray there was no dust up here as there was on the first floor. And al

the corners were well lighted. There was an open, airy feeling that the | ower

| evel did not have. Quite obviously, it was here at the top of the building
where Inrie's heart would remain even if the inprobable should cone to pass
and his antique business shoul d becone nore profitable than gun dealing."“l
take it you don't want machine guns,” Inrie said. “If you did, you'd have

sai d.”"Sonet hi ng ugly and i npressive—but conceal ed,” Tucker said, measuring an
i magi nary weapon with his slimhands."“Three of thenP”"“That woul d be best.” The
fat man scratched his shiny skull, ruffled the fringe of gray hair, pursed and
unpursed his lips, smled with sudden inspiration. “Gve me a mnute or two.”
He went off to prow through his haphazardly stored collection. Five mn-utes
| ater he called Tucker over to the main workbench. “Here's what | can let you
have,” he said, carefully aligning three guns on the top of the bench. They
were fairly well matched heavy bl ack automatic pistols with folding wire
stocks that could be swng back to transformtheminto noderately efficient
submachi ne guns. At the noment, all the stocks were clanped forward over the
barrel s; however, the pistols | ooked nonethel ess deadly in this conpacted

shape. “These are perfect,” Tucker said, lifting one of the guns, testing its
wei ght on his flat palm “I've never seen anything like this before.”“It's a
Czech Skorpion,” Inrie said fondly. “Wrld War Two?”“Sure.”"Looks like a
thirty-eight,” Tucker said.“No. Just a thirty-two.” Inrie picked up one of the

others. “But it isn't a |lady's weapon, believe you me. It packs nore wall op
than any other thirty-two-caliber piece ever nade.”As gently as if he were
handl i ng a mean-tenpered poi son-ous snake, Tucker turned the pistol over in
hi s hands, examining it fromevery angle. Heavy, well defined, cast w th many
rich planes, the piece | ooked especially w cked and even alien, alnost |ike
something fromthe lurid cover of an old science-fiction nagazi ne. Though
inanimate, it radiated a chilling aninmal mnal evol ence, a tangible and exciting
evil. Because he was basically a non-violent man who operated in a viol ent
busi ness, Tucker was able to assess the weapon fromthe vi ewpoints of both the
prof essional and the victim From either perspective the Skorpion passed
nmuster.“Nice work,” Inrie said."“Yes.”"They were proud of their product.”Tucker
hel d up the pistol, sighted along the barrel through the framework of the
coll apsed wire stock. “It's ugly enough. But how accurate is it?"“Wen it's a
pistol, it's about as accurate as anything you've ever carried. At least it
will be when | get finished with it.”“And as a submachi ne gun?”“Only hal f as
good. But a subnmachi ne gun doesn't need to be as precise as a pistol
right?”“Right.”“And if you use it, you'll probably only want it as a pistol,”
Inrie said.“How nuch work do they need?”Inrie | ooked at the three pistols, at
the tools on his work-bench, sucked on a tooth while he thought about it. “Ch
| suppose | could have themready for you around noon on Mnday. How

woul d that be?”“Fine,” Tucker said. “Anmunition?”“l already have that,” Inrie
said. “It's all nmy own stuff, hand packed and guarant eed.” Tucker put down the
Skor pi on he had been exam ning. “How much do you want for then?”“Renmenber,”
Intie said, “I've got a lot of work to do to get themin shape. And |I—2“How

much?”“Don't forget, none of these pieces has a history, Tucker. They're al

as clean as a baby's ass. You get nailed on this job, you won't have to worry
that maybe you're carrying a gun that was used in a big heist or a nurder or
somet hi ng. ” Tucker smled. “How much, Inrie?"Inrie told him“Too rmuch.” They
haggl ed for several minutes, exchanged tales of pov-erty and want, finally
settled on a thousand dollars for the pistols and amunition.“Wen you cone
back on Monday,” Inrie said, “we'll go down to the basement and use one of the



Skor pi ons on the shooting range.” Tucker frowned. “Doesn't it handl e about Iike
any ordi-nary automatic?”“Pretty much,” Imie said. “But it never hurts to
know a gun, what it can and can't do for you.”“Even when you don't expect to
use it?"“Especially then,” Inrie said. Thinking about Cceanview Pl aza, about
the curiously agitated noverments of Frank Meyers, Tucker nodded. “1 guess
you're right.”



At three-thirty that afternoon, on the bottomfl oor of the Americana Hot el
once agai n, Tucker punped coins into the pay phone until the operator was
satisfied. On the far end of the |line another tel ephone rang, and Citus
Felton an-swered it.“It's Mke,” Tucker said. “You busy?"“Pretty busy, yeah,”
Fel ton sai d. Tucker gave himthe nunber of the phone he was using and hung

up. The hotel corridor remained deserted. Dishes clanked, silverware clattered,
and voices rose in a sealike susurration fromthe cof fee shop around the
corner. The fl oor had recently been nopped down, for the hall snelled of pine
and detergent; but the nmaintenance crew was nowhere in sight.Each of the next
five mnutes felt like an hour, partly because Tucker was worried about
getting unwanted com pany and bei ng overheard on the line with ditus—and
partly because he was beginning to wonder if he had made a serious nistake by
i nvolving hinmself in this operation. The whole thing was a hair too daring, a
shade too cl ever and conpl ex. And he kept thinking of Frank Meyers: the way
the big man lived, the way he dressed, the desperation in those bright blue
eyes . . .He took a roll of Life Savers fromhis jacket pocket, peeled away
the foil fromthe top, popped a lime-flavored circlet into his nouth.Finally
the tel ephone rang. “Clitus?”“You' re throwing in with Frank Meyers, aren't
you?” Felton asked, a playful note in his voice.“That's right.”“l knew you
woul d,” the old man said. “He's a dammed good nan, a real pro.” Tucker tongued
the candy wafer to the side of his nmouth. “Maybe he once was.”"“Ch?” Felton
sai d guardedly. “What's wong with hin?”“For one thing, he's living in a dive.
He doesn't clean up after hinmself anynore—early has the roaches tamed. He's
sl oppy, tired, and nervous. He's a man on the edge.”“Wiy?"“He says he let a
worman take all his noney away fromhim and now he's broke.”Felton sighed, a

hol | ow ahhh that echoed down the line Iike the call of a spirit. “It's
happened to better men.”“But | don't believe that's what's wwong with him”
Tucker said, swallowing lime saliva. “I want you to ask around over the

weekend. Contact anyone who's worked with himrecently. See if you can turn up
anyt hi ng. ”“Li ke what?”“l don't know,” Tucker said, w shing that he did.
“Any-thing that might help explain why he's let hinself slide.”Felton cleared
his throat. “Well . . . 1'"Il try, Mke. But it's probably just a waste of

time. If there was anything | shoul d know about Frank, 1'd already know it.”
The ol d man respected Tucker, knew himto be one of the best in the business.
At the same tinme, he thought he knew Frank Meyers; if not Tucker's equal, he
was at |least a sensible and reliable man.“One other thing,” Tucker said,
shifting his weight fromone foot to the other, switching the receiver from
left to right hand. “I'm going to need sonmeone who's good with safes. 1'd like
to have Edgar Bates. He's here in the city sonmewhere, isn't he?”“Sure,” Felton
said.“Get hold of himfor nme. Set up a neeting between us for tonmorrow at the
Museum of Natural History.”“Wat tine?”“Let's say—hoon. In the room where they
have all of those Eskinmb totempoles.”“lf | can't get hold of hinP” Felton
asked.“1'"ll know it when he doesn't show up tonorrow,” Tucker said. “I'lIl call
you again on Monday to see what you' ve picked up on Meyers. Good-by, ditus.”
He hung up. He crushed the thinning Life Saver between his teeth and
swal -1 owed the tiny sugared fragments. The scent of sweetened lines rose in
the back of his nostrils.In front of the Americana he caught a taxi and was
just as surly with the driver as the driver was with him The ten-mnute ride
hone required twenty-five mnutes in the slug-gish traffic—which gave himtoo
much tinme to worry about Frank Meyers. He went through three nore Life
Savers. At his apartnment building on Park Avenue in the eighties, he was
greeted by a minimally liveried doorman nearly twi ce his age. “Beautiful day,
isn'"t it, sir?”“Just fine, Harold.”"“Septenber and Cctober are the only good
nmonths in this city,” the doorman said. On his black uniformthe small brass
buttons gl eamed with early-COctober sunlight.lnside, the hall nan al so wanted
to tal k about the weather. And the el evator man thought that autumm was his
favorite time of the year in New York. Tucker sniled, nodded, and agreed with
both of them while he thought about Cceanview Plaza. . . .He entered his

ni ne-room tenth-floor apartnment to the strains of Beethoven's Mnuet in G as
interpreted by the Philadel phia O chestra and Eugene Ormandy. The nusic was



like a cool liquid spilling over him Sone of his concern about Meyers—and the
slight but constant fear that was with hi mwhen he was in the Tucker

per sona—di sappeared. He felt nore at ease, nore rel axed than he had al

day. However, it was not yet time to mx a drink and sit down with Elise. There
were certain details . . . He stepped into the large living-roomcloset and
opened the wall safe, put away the wallet that contained the Tucker papers. He
re-moved his own wallet fromthe safe and slipped that into his jacket pocket,
cl osed the round nmetal door, and spun the conbination dial. Now it was tine
for a drink and for Elise.She was in the white-on-white kitchen, sitting at
the big Lane table, sipping a Jack Rose and readi ng the newspaper. He put his
hands on her shoul ders, |eaned down, and kissed the side of her slimneck, his
lips lingering just long enough to feel the steady pul se of blood in her

t hroat. She shook her head. Her yell ow hair bounced. “Just a minute. |I'm
readi ng about mnyself.”“You're in the Tinmes?”"“Ssshhh,” she said, bending nore
cl osely over the paper.He took off his jacket, draped it over another chair,
then went back into the main hall to the bar, where he fixed hinself a vodka
martini and admired two of his nobst expen-sive possessions. Wile his hands
worked with the bottles and the ice cubes, he studied the two pieces of
primtive art that so starkly decorated the creamcolored wall in front of

him There was a fragnent of a fifth-century Edo shield, roughly half of a

wel | -wor ked copper oval trinmed in silver and inlaid with tiny pieces of
hand-carved ivory. The African artisan who had made it had lived on the east
bank of the Ni ger River anong peace-|oving people who made shields and rarely
went to war. Fromthe sane tribe, but crafted by a different man, was a
hunting spear with an intricately carved nine-foot shaft and an ivory-graced

i ron head. Tucker had paid forty thousand dollars for the fragnment of the
shield sone six nmonths ago. In August he had di sposed of a few | ess inportant
items in his collection and had cl eaned out a savings account to conme up with
the full sixty-five thousand that the spear had cost him It was the spear
that had so severely depleted his resources and had forced himto | ook for
anot her job. But he did not mnd. The great |ance was an incredibly beautiful
pi ece of work worth any tenporary insolvency. Furthernore, the spear and the
shield and the other bits and pieces in the apartnent |ent substance to his
cover as a free-lance dealer in prinmtive art objects. And that cover was
essential. It satisfied Elise, and it stalled his father's hired

i nvestigators. He did not profit rmuch fromhis art dealings, certainly not
enough to live in the style he preferred, but that was a fact his father's nen
could learn only by burglariz-ing the IRS files.“You can come in here and ki ss
me now,” Elise called fromthe kitchen.He went back out there and kissed her
lifting her fromher chair, bringing her to her feet so that they could

em brace. When she finished kissing him he said, “Wat's this about your
being in the Tines?” She slipped out of his arns and tapped the paper, turned
it around on the table so he could read it where he stood. “l nade the

busi ness pages. The article on advertising.” Her smle was w de and

bri ght. Bendi ng over the newspaper, palnms flat on the table, Tucker read the
brief story. It concerned the careers of several of the currently nost
successful actors and actresses in television cormercials, and it gave Elise

t he highest marks for beauty, charm and professional skill. “Wth a copy of
this in your resune,” Tucker said, “you ought to be able to get a lot nore
nmoney the next time you push a product.”She grinned, dinples puckering her
snoot h cheeks and meki ng her |1 ook quite unlike a cool, sophisticated actress.
“Your mind's in the same groove as mine—take the suckers for everything you
can get out of them”If only you knew, Tucker thought, rem nded of what he was
pl anni ng for Cceanview Pl aza. “Nonsense,” he said. “You' re worth every penny
you get, no matter how rmuch it is.”The Tinmes reporter was right about her
beauty. She was tall and willow like a showgirl, five-eight to Tucker's
five-nine. Her legs were exquisite and | ong, her waist pinched up as if
corseted, her breasts high and round and firm She was a real blonde with wild
green eyes, natural and whol esone—and yet sultry. Her conpl exi on was as
snooth as an air-brushed bosomin Playboy, an attribute that made it possible



for her to play roles rangi ng from gosh-wow i ngenues to slinky sexpots with
equal success.He was continually amazed that she wanted to live with him for
she was the sort of wonman who usually was escorted around town by tal

handsome nmen whose shoul ders were as wi de as doorways. Yet she had cone, and
she stayed, and they were happy with each other.In all but one way their

rel ati onship was fresh and honest. Each cane and went as he pleased, with no
deceptions, lies or jealousy. They did not make plans for a nmutual future
because neither wanted the other to feel obligated to any prepared script.
They earned and did not own each other. She paid half the rent and utilities,
bought half the groceries, because that was the only way she would remain with
him They trusted each other, respected each other as equals. However, when it
cane to his “business,” Tucker deceived her. It was not that he thought she
woul d turn himover to the police if she knew that he was a thief; it was
simply that he did not want to involve her in his own crimnal activity in any
way for which she mght |ater have to suffer.He turned away fromthe newspaper
and put his arms around her again. She was wearing a |ightweight knitted suit
that clung to her and seened to dissolve between them “The New York Tines

t hi nks you're beautiful,” he said.“Then | mnmust be beautiful.”“You're a
celebrity.”“Inpressed?”“Terribly.”“Want my aut ograph?”“On an eight-by-ten

gl ossy. " She ki ssed his chin. “Have you ever been to bed with a
celebrity?”“Never.”“Now s your chance,” she said.“Are you propositioning
me?”“That's it exactly.”In the master bedroom she undressed him and then he
returned the favor. The buttons on her knit suit parted easily. The flinsy
material seemed to nelt away from her, flow ng down across her full curves and
puddling at her feet.H s voice was soft, al nost inaudible, when he said, “You
are beautiful, Elise.”"Do you believe everything you read in the papers?” she
asked. Later, they went out to the kitchen and nmade di nner. He put the steaks
on and m xed the salad dressing while she cleaned and chopped the | ettuce,
celery, and carrots. They had |lots of cheap wine and finished with Tia Mria
and coffee.“l' mwhoozy,” she said.“So am|.” "“Defensel ess,” she said.“Are you
real ly?”"“Utterly defensel ess.”He took her back into the bedroom and hel ped her
slip out of her confortable quilted houserobe, and then he took advantage of
her. It lasted longer this tine, was slower but nore conplete for both of
them Wl | afterward, she said, “OCh, you got a tel ephone call from your
father's | awer.”He rose up, |eaning on one el bow, and | ooked at her. Her face
was hal f hidden in purple shadows as snoboth as steaned velvet, half reveal ed
by the warm orange |light of the bedside | anp. Darkness nol ded to her body and
subtly enphasized the ripe lines of it. “You nean Littlefield called?” he
asked. “Yes. " “When?”“ About one o' clock this afternoon.” She was |ying on her
back, but she turned slightly to face him The shadows re-treated from her
face.“Wy didn't you tell me sooner?”“l knew it would spoil the evening,” she
said. “lI was horny. As you may have noticed. And | knew that if you had
Littlefield and your father to worry about, you would never be in the nood.”He
| aughed, cupped and. kissed one of her breasts. “Wat did the bastard want?”"“
really don't know,” she said. “You're to call himback. He left his hone
nunber in case you didn't get in until after five.”“The hell with him” Tucker
said, falling back against his pillows.Elise sat up and ran her hands through
her long yellow hair, conbing it into dozens of bright banners. “You'd better
call him Mchael. Maybe sonet hing has happened to your father. He could be
sick or hurt.”"Unless the old goat died,” Tucker said, “lI don't want to be
bothered by Littlefield.”“That's cruel,” she said.It was, and it hurt. “But
it's also true.”“Call himback anyway,” she said, tucking her bright hair
behi nd her ears. Her ears were |like delicate shells. “Wen you are finished
with him ['Il have a drink ready for you.” She waited, watching himclosely.
The reflection of the bed-side |l anp nade a star in the center of each green
eye. “You know, maybe your father has seen the light at long last.”He

| aughed. “No, really. Maybe he's willing to | et you have your

i n-heritance.”“Fat chance,” Tucker said. “The old nman never softens his stand
once he's taken it. He just gets nore adamant than ever. The only way |'Il get
what ny nother left me is to fight himfromone court to the next.” There was



uncontrolled bitterness in his voice, and his dark eyes hardened when he

t hought about his father."“You ve gone through a couple of courts already,” she
said. “And you're no further ahead.”"Sooner or later,” Tucker said, “I'lIl get
a judge who is not inpressed with ny father's name and noney. An honest judge.
And the old man's hi gh-powered, high-priced |lawers will finally nmake a

m stake . . .”She said nothing.He | ooked at her, knew pretty nuch what she was
t hi nk-ing, sighed loudly. “Ch, hell . . . | guess there's always the slim
chance that he's sick. And if he's sick enough, he might decide it's tine for
himto give in on a few points.” He got up and put on a dark blue silk robe.
“I"mgoing to need that drink when | get back.”“lIt'll be here,” Elise said.He
went down the hall to the den.Albert Littlefield, his father's nost trusted
attorney, had a wire-thin, reedy voice that never failed to irritate Tucker

It was not a whine, as it mght have been had it cone from any other man, but
somewhat of a sneer. It went well with Littlefield s |ean, cold, patronizing,
negatively aristocratic appearance and manner. “M chael, 1'mso glad you
cal l ed back. How have you been?”They had been on opposite sides of too many
courtroombattles for Tucker to feign friendship with Littlefield. He found it

difficult to be even minimally polite with the man. “Wat do you want?”“1'd
like to see you tonorrow,” Littlefield said.“About what?”“l have a proposition
for you, Mchael. A very fine offer fromyour father.”“Gve it to nme now "“On
t he tel ephone?”“Why not?"“Well, it's quite a conprom se on your father's
part,” the attorney said. “lI would think the | east you could do would be to

cone around to ny office and hear it. Besides, it isn't really suitable stuff
for the tel ephone. W're talking here of quite conplicated terns, |arge suns
of money . . ."“lI'mnot interested in conprom ses,” Tucker said. “I sinmply
want what is mne, ny inheritance. | want the old man to stop interfering with
nmy mot her's wi shes.”“Have you forgotten, Mchael, that it was your nother's

| ast wi sh that your father mmintain control of your estate and use it with his
own greater fortune to increase it until such a tinme as you—=2Tucker al nost
gritted his teeth. Wien he spoke, cutting off Littlefield, his voice was

strai ned. “When ny nother was dying, delirious, when she didn't know what she
was doi ng, he got her to sign that dammed paper, giving himguardian-ship over
the inheritance. You know that isn't what she really wanted.”Littlefield

sensed that Tucker was about to hang up on him “Mchael, let's not argue,

pl ease. This is old stuff, hashed over too often already.” Tucker did not
reply.“Come around and see nme tonorrow,” Littlefield said. “You'll Iike what
your father's proposing. You rmust be as weary of the courtroomas we are. Cone
see ne for lunch, please.”“l'mbusy at lunchtinme,” Tucker said."“Three o'clock
t hen?” Tucker thought about it. If he could pry even a fraction of his

i nheritance out of his father, he would be a nmillionaire. There would be no

need at all to fly out to California, no need to set up this operation at
Cceanvi ew Pl aza, no need to get inextricably involved with the unstable Frank
Meyers, no need to take any nore risks. He would be able to devote nore of his
time to his art interests. Perhaps he could even pronote his free-lance

deal ership into a viable business that would help to pay some of the bills.
And, nost inportantly, there would be nore time to spend with Elise, nore tine
to keep in touch with her career, to give her the support and confidence she

had so often given him . . . “Three o'clock,” he agreed at |ast.“Wnderful,”
Littlefield said.“Just you and me.”"“Excuse ne?” the |awer said.“This
nmeeting,” Tucker said. “It's just between the two of us, right?"“Well, of
course. Mchael =1 would not be at all receptive to a surprise appearance by

the old man.”“Just the two of us,” Littlefield assured him “And |I'mcertain
we can come to an agreenent tonorrow despite the bitterness of these |ast few
years.”“We' || see,” Tucker said. He hung up.Qut in the corridor again, he
stood in front of the Edo shield and spear for several mnutes, hoping that
the sight of themwould settle his nerves, as had so often been the case in
the past nonths. This time their beauty did not affect him Even after he had
finished the drink that Elise had waiting for himin the bedroom he was tense
and jumpy. He had trouble getting to sleep. He kept waking from bad dreans,

all of which involved his father, Frank Meyers, Oceanview Plaza, and dozens of



arnmed policenen.



Ever since Elise had brought himthere on a long winter's afternoon | ast
Decenmber, the Museum of Natural H story had been one of Tucker's favorite

pl aces in New York. It had everything from di nosaur skel etons and cross
sections of giant redwood trees to insect and rodent exhibits, the enor-nous
and the apparently insignificant all cramred into one great, drafty old

buil ding. A tour of the nuseum provided a breadth of experience and a sense of
eons that was nore than intellectually stinulating; indeed, it could be an

enoti onal experience, especially for a man who, |ike Tucker, appreci-ated the
antique and the primtive. Wandering through these roonms and halls, Tucker was
al ways i nmpressed by the fact that he was witnessing mllions of years of

change that, by this very evidence of its transpiration, proved the meager
role of mankind in the greater workings of the universe. An hour here could
make his daily problens seem petty, even |aughable. This inpact, this
realization was especially forceful when he had tine to think in a nonent of
qui et between the screani ng packs of undisciplined school children who roaned
like wild creatures through the stone halls and chanbers. And one of the best
places to find quiet in the museum was the Eskino totem pole room Although
all teachers touched on dinosaurs, redwood trees, and other wonders, few ever
nmentioned the Eskino culture to their energetic charges. Therefore, the kids
ran and screaned and played tag around other exhibits, leaving this place to
ol der and nmuch cal mer heads. As usual there was a strange and mournful silence
inthe room It was broken only by the humof an electric fan that was
standing on a platformby one of the doors and raking the totempoles with
cool air. The lights were Iow, as always, the ceiling shrouded in nysterious
shadows. One after an-other the mammoth totens rose, majestic, crude, and yet
beautiful, the gnarled faces peering either straight ahead or glaring down at
what ever puny nen dared to wal k beneath them Edgar Bates was standi ng hal fway
along the main aisle, staring up at a fierce-looking bird-god that was staring
right back down at him “Those damed kids,” he said when Tucker stopped
beside him “gave ne a splitting headache.”“They sel dom cone in here,” Tucker
sai d. Their voices, though whispers, shushed around the room and added to the
funereal atnosphere.“Took four Anacins,” Bates said. “But | feel like I'm
about to lose the top of ny scal p.”“How you been?” Tucker asked.“Fine, until |
ran into those kids. Scream ng |ike ban-shees.”“Doi ng nmuch work

| atel y?”“Whenever it | ooks good.”“l need a jugger.”“And |I'mhere to listen,”
Bates said.He was a solid man, an inch or two shorter than Tucker, at |east
forty pounds overwei ght, although he was not fat. Wth big rounded shoul ders,
broad chest, and short, thick |egs, he m ght have been a Russian peasant who
had spent nost of his life in the fields. H s face, too, was Slavic, square
and well lined, capped with a shock of bushy white hair. Al though he was sixty
years old, not rmuch younger than Clitus Felton, Edgar was a | ong way from
retirement. He not only |liked what he did, he defined hinself alnost entirely
in terms of his unorthodox profession. He had no wife, no children. Hi's
talents meant so nuch to himnot nerely because they earned himlarge sunms of
nmoney but because they made hi mval uabl e as a man, respected and appreci ated
by his peers. He was good, the best jugger Tucker had ever seen. He was al nost
an artist. He could break, file, acid-breach, finesse or blow a safe faster
than any other man in the business. If he worked another twenty years, he
woul d nost likely still be the best safecracker in the country when he checked
out of it.“There's a shopping center in California that was just nmade to be
hit,” Tucker said."Shopping center?”“Hear ne out.”"Shopping center?” Bates
winkled his flat face.“l know it sounds ridiculous. It isn't.”“Go on
then.”"1t's a very exclusive mall,” Tucker explained quietly, his voice

whi spering unintelligibly around the long display room “It doesn't cater to
the average citizen. It's as if you were to round up twenty of the best

busi nesses on Fifth Avenue and put themall under one roof. There are a
handf ul of very exclusive dress shops—Markwood and Jane, Sasbury's

There's a furrier, an art gallery where the prices start at five hundred
dollars a throw, a Rolls Royce deal ership, a London-style tailor . . . best of
all, there's a savings bank.”“Ahhh,” Bates said, nodding and smiling, stil



| ooki ng up at the bird-god. Tucker al so | ooked at that evil wooden count enance
rather than at Bates. From a di stance they seenmed to be discussing the totem
“W're going to hit the bank. But the vault's probably going to be open.”Bates
| ooked away fromthe totem grimaced as if in imta-tion of the bird-god' s
face. “Qpen? You nean you're hitting it during business hours? Then why do you

need ne?”"“It's an after-hours job,” Tucker assured him“And the safe will be
open?”“Most likely. I'lIl explain why in due time. First—="But if it's open,”
Bates said, “why take ne along?”“Just in case it isn't open,” Tucker
explained. “And we'll also need you to break the safe in the jewelry store

next door.”“You're taking jewelry?” Bates asked.“Unset stones.”Bates shook his
head di sapprovingly, turned and | ooked up at the totem pole once nore. His
face was hard, the Slavic softness gone. H s eyes were squeezed half shut,

heavy but alert. “Merchandise!” he said, strong on the sarcasm “You'll have
to fence the dammed stuff. And you know what a risk that is.”“l know.
But—="1t's alnost as big a risk as taking the stuff in the first place,” Bates
said gruffly. “And what the hell can you get froma fence anyway? One-third
the real value? Mre than likely, only one-fourth.”“l can get a third on
this,” Tucker said.“Small potatoes.”“Maybe better than a third.”Bates cl eared
his throat, would have spat on the floor if this had not been a nuseum “It's
al ways best to take cash. Only cash. Never nerchandise.”“l agree,” Tucker

said. “You' ve worked with me before. You know | usually pull cash jobs. But
unset stones are emnently fenceable. And these ought to be worth half a
mllion. Perhaps two hundred thousand to us when we sell them 1|'d be
surprised if we get nore than a hundred thou-sand out of the bank.”“Half a
mllion in uncut stones tucked away in a little jewelry-store safe?” Bates
asked, surprised.“lIt's a big, expensive safe,” Tucker said, smling. “l told
you this was no ordinary shopping mall. This jewelry store nakes rings and
neckl aces to order. It doesn't sell nineteen-dollar watches, Edgar.”“Tell ne
nore,” Bates said. Tucker told himall of it, the whole |layout and every step
of the plan. He tried to make it sound especially sweet, for he wanted Edgar
Bates nore than he did any other jugger. Although he had a reputation as an
extremely cool and cal moperator, Tucker was routinely frightened and tightly
wound when he was in the mddle of a heist, regardl ess of whether the job was
going well or disastrously. He always projected an aura of self-assurance, was
al ways quick to lead, a sure commander—all the while seething inside.
However, when he worked with nmen |i ke Edgar Bates, he was considerably nore
rel axed than when he had to deal strictly with Frank Meyers's type. “If the
jeweler's safe isn't too difficult for you, we should be able to pull off the
entire operation in |less than one hour.” He | ooked sideways at Bates. “Sound
reasonable to you?"“Sure,” Bates said. He | ooked away fromthe Eski no
art-work. “But what about this Frank Meyers?”“Wat about hin?” Tucker

asked. “You trust hin?”“Do you know hi n?” Tucker parried.“l've heard the nane,
| think. But |I've never worked with the man. Do you think he noticed

everyt hing he should have noticed? No guards or alarms that he m ght have

over -1 ooked?”"“He's got every detail,” Tucker said, remenbering the care put
into the diagram of Cceanview Plaza. He did not nention his other reservations
about Meyers. If Bates cane in on this, the two of themcould rmake up for any
boner that Meyers mght pull. “Are you with us?”“You the boss?” Bates asked. "l
al ways am "*“Just checking.” He | ooked up and down the display room and saw
that they were al one except for a thin, bearded young man who was studying a
totemtwenty yards away. He turned his gaze on the bird-god again, studied the
splintered beak and the madly gl eam ng eyes. A group of thirty or forty

scream ng school children raced past one of the doors, filling the chanber wth
mani acal echoes, remmants of eerie high-pitched | aughter. When silence
returned like a fog drifting in, the jugger said, “I'malong for the ride,

t hen. " Tucker al nost sighed aloud with relief.“Wen?” Bates asked. " Next
Wednesday. "“Suits me.”“We'll stay in Los Angeles,” Tucker said. “lI have a
hotel picked out. It has over four hundred rooms, so no one will notice us or
renenmber us later. We'll check in separately and drive out to the mall for the

job.”*WIIl we have a chance to | ook this COceanvi ew over first-hand?” Bates



asked.“O course. W can explore it all afternoon before we hit it at closing
time.”"Three men,” Bates nused, “doesn't seemlike enough.”“It is.”They ironed
out the minor details of time and rendezvous in Los Angeles, then left the

di splay roomby different exits. The | eering, hawk-nosed, painted faces of the
nonstrous totens stared after themwth fierce intent.



“This is only a conprom se, not a conplete surrender,” Albert Littlefield

said as he settled into the high-backed | eather chair behind his desk. “l want
to be certain that you understand this strai ghtaway, M chael. Your father is
willing to be generous, but he is not willing to neet all of your demands.”

They made no snall talk. The ice between themwas much too thick to break. He
sensed Tucker's attitude and knew the briefer the neeting the better for both
of them “Go on, then,” Tucker said, knowi ng already that it was really usel ess
for Littlefield to continue. A conpromn se was not going to be good

enough. Littlefield s office seened to be designed to match the chilly nood
that separated the two men. The walls were white, unmarked, |ike partitions of
snow. The ice-blue vinyl furniture | ooked cold and unconfortable, all square
and sharply angl ed, harsh and plain. The bindings of the hundreds of | egal
texts—green, brown, dull red-were matched and sterile, nearly hypnotizing the
eye. The man suited his office, Tucker thought. Littlefield was tall, slender
conposed of sharp angles. His face was long and thin, with a fresh but
slightly milky conplexion. Arrowstraight, his nose was slightly flared around
the nostrils, as if he were constantly sniffing some odor that offended him
H's colorless Iips were taut bow lines. He was clearly well bred, froma
background of wealth and position, although he had none of the charm and
personal easiness that nost often accomnpani ed the strong sel f-confidence of
the aristocrat. |Indeed, he was quite reserved and primenough to fit
comfortably the part of an eighteenth-century school master.Littlefield folded
hi s hands on the desk, his sticklike fingers pressed together at the tips. “As
you know, M chael, your father has established for you a ten-thousand-doll ar
nmont hly al |l owance drawn fromthe earnings of your trust fund. Thus far
forty-two of these checks have been issued. Since you have consistently
refused to accept them they have been deposited in a special account in your
nane.” Tucker did not bother to explain why he had sumarily rejected this
apparent windfall. They both knew that by signing the waiver to be eligible
for the dole, he would be endorsing his father's control of his nother's
estate even before he spent the first penny. He would be signing away his
right to file any further suits in federal court and would be Iimting hinself
to the role of a minor for the remainder of his father's life if not his

own. Besi des, ten thousand dollars a nonth was not enough, not when a single

Edo spear went for sixty-five thousand dol-lars. . . .“In the past,”
Littlefield continued, “you have said that the wording of the waiver was
unacceptabl e, the conditions nuch too stringent.”“I"msure | reacted nuch nore
strongly than that,” Tucker said. “l probably indicated that it was not only
unacceptabl e but immral and alnmost criminal as well.”The lawer's snile was
brittle. “Well . . . Your father has now drafted a new wai ver which shoul d be

nmore to your |iking and which should not stand between you and your

al  owance.” He opened a manila folder that |lay atop his desk, took out a
singl e sheet of yell ow paper, |eaned across the desk and tried to hand it to
Tucker. “If you'll take a nmonent to read this, you'll see how generous the
offer really is.”"Wiy don't you read it to nme?” Tucker asked, not bother-ing
to rise out of his chair to accept the paper.Littlefield colored slightly,
then settled back. “Rather than bore you with the | egal ese, why don't |
summari ze the main points?”“Fine,” Tucker said.Littlefield put the paper down
and peered at his buffed and mani cured nails for a nmoment. “First of all, your
monthly all owance is being raised to fifteen thousand dollars so that it wll
be more in line with what you have often said you require. This takes quite a
toll of the trust earnings, but it is a conprom se your father is willing to
make.” Tucker waited.Discreetly clearing his throat behind one hand,
Littlefield | ooked down at the | egal docunent again. “Second, all of the noney
thus far paid to you in uncashed all owance checks will be made available in
one lump sum” He raised his eyes fromthe paper, stared at Tucker, sighed
when he received no encouragenent. He shook his head, |eaned back in his
chair. “Furthernore, your father no |onger requires that you cone to work for
hi m as soon as you accept the allowance. In fact, he does not require that you
work for himfull time at all.”“But part tine?” Tucker asked



sourly.Littlefield nodded. “Just two days a week.”“l see.”“Even on that sort
of schedul e, you should gradually be able to I earn the workings of your
father's conpani es and get a grasp of the managenent of the famly

fortune.” Tucker held up one open palm silencing the lawer. “lI don't want to
get a grasp of the managenment of the famly fortune,” he said wearily. *

t hought that was clear by now. As you nust know, the last thing | want to
becorme is a noney nanager like the old man. | want to enjoy life. “I don't
want to spend all ny time in banks and board roonms, working up ulcers. That
attitude may frighten nmy father. It does frighten him That's why he w angl ed
that signature fromny nother when she was dying. But there is no way he can
mani pul ate me to get ne into his world.”“You' re turning down this offer?”
Littlefield asked. “Precisely.”“l w sh you woul d reconsider—=“No chance,”
Tucker said, getting to his feet."You' ve judged your father too harshly.”"You
t hi nk so?” Tucker asked, |ooking down at the lawyer, trying to control his
anger. “He was so dammed w apped up in his schenes for making nore and nore
nmoney that he. lost all touch with his famly. And out of touch, he
eventu-ally lost the ability to love us. W were a fanily of strangers. He
sent me to boardi ng schools, saw ne on holidays, never wote nme letters

If ny nother had not been gentle and weak, she'd have divorced him because
she had beconme as nmuch of a stranger to himas | had. They hardly ever tal ked.
They went days without seeing each other. He kept a string of mstresses, so
that he didn't even need her to sleep with him Hell, he flaunted those wonen
as if he not only didn't |love her but also wanted to hurt her.” If his nother
had been nore like Elise, Tucker thought, she would have freed herself of the
old man. Wy coul dn't she have been stronger? “You think |I've judged himtoo
harshly? Christ, |'ve been easy on him”“lIsn't it an expression of |ove for
your father to want you to eventually take over the fam |y busi nesses?”
Littlefield asked. “Don't you think that—=“No |ove involved,” Tucker said.
“It's sinmply a matter of his pride. He's determined to domi nate me. He won't
rest until he has forced me to do what he wants. Littlefield, my father |ost
touch with ne so long ago that he doesn't even realize yet that |'ma nman with
a mnd of my own. He insists on thinking of ne as a bad little boy who nust be
puni shed, threatened, and cajoled into doing as he's told.” He turned away and
wal ked across the ice-blue carpet to the door.“Mchael,” the |l awer called
when Tucker twi sted the knob. “One nore thing.”He turned around. “Wat is
it?"Littlefield had gotten out of his chair, was standing very stiff and
straight. “However you may be earning a living—t's far |less adnirable than
the way your father nmakes his.”Feeling his heartbeat suddenly increase, Tucker
rel eased the doorknob and said, “What on earth is so despicabl e about dealing
inprimtive art?"Littlefield smirked. “W both know that you can't be maki ng
so terribly much fromthat.”“Do we?” Tucker asked, both frightened and anmused
by the turn that the conversation had taken.“Sooner or later we'll discover
where all your noney conmes from” Littlefield said, his reedy voice taking on
a nasty undertone. “And then you may have to conpromi se.”“Are you insinuating
that I'minvolved in sonmething illegal?” Tucker hoped his voice conveyed
genuine surprise.Littlefield said nothing, just stood there with that
madden-ingly superior smle on his face. He woul d have made a good head waiter
or doorman for a fancy restaurant, Tucker thought.“Wy don't you put the cops
onto me? Or even the Internal Revenue Service?”“W don't want you in jail,”
Littlefield said. “W just want you where you bel ong—+n the fanmily again.”"You
peopl e think you can conduct human rel ationships |ike you would a busi ness
nmerger,” Tucker said. “You're all barbarians.” He opened the door and sl amed
it when he went out. He would have to start watching for tails again. It
sounded as though his father were ready to hire another batch of private

i nvestigators to get to the truth about his son's life.



From a public tel ephone booth on the edge of Central Park, Tucker called
Frank Meyers to tell himthat everything was on for the next Wdnesday in
California, and then he went hone. Because the usual gray-green polluted
overcast was gone and the autum sun was streaning down |ike golden curtains
bet ween t he buil dings, he decided to wal k. He kept | ooking behind for one of
his father's private detectives, but he could not spot anyone who m ght have
been tailing him The early Friday afternoon rush had begun, the sidewal ks
crowded with people who were in a hurry to get nowhere, but he was stil
reasonably certain that he was not being followed. Back at the apartnent, he

m xed hinmself a drink and sat in the den thinking about Meyers and Edgar Bates
and the new job. He turned the Cceanview Pl aza operation over and over in his
mnd, worrying it like a cat with a large ball of string. There were a few

| oose ends. However, he was happily unable to tie themin. The plan was
good. El i se arrived honme just before five o' clock, cane into the den and
perched on the armof his easy chair. “How did it go with
Littlefield?”“Terribly.”"1 thought they wanted to conprom se.”"“That was the
probl em” Tucker said. They went out to the Spanish Pavilion for dinner, drank”
a great deal of sangria, and went hone for a sound night's sleep. That set the
tone for the remainder of the weekend. They went to a couple of good fil s,
did some |ight reading, watched an old horror novie on tel evision, nmade |ove
nore than once, and generally | azed around. The only bad nonent in this brief
idyll was a vivid night-mare from which Tucker woke early on Sunday nor ning.
He had dreaned, once again, about the shopping mall they were going to hit and
about his father and about dozens of police-nen who pursued hi m down endl ess
gl ass-wal | ed corridors and around counters heaped high with jewelry and ot her
nmer chandi se. This time there was a great deal of gun play and bl ood. He could
not easily get back to sleep. Lingering inpressions of the nightnmare haunted
him The follow ng day, Elise and |ife seened twi ce as precious as they ever
had before. Monday norning, after Elise had left to attend several interviews
for commrercial work, Tucker put his real creden-tials in the |iving-room

cl oset safe and renoved those bearing the Tucker name. Then he went out and
caught a cab and went to Radio City Music Hall where he called ditus Felton
froma tel ephone booth. First thing when he phoned back, Felton said, “I'm
afraid this is a waste of nobney.”“You didn't |earn anything?”“l asked around.
But there wasn't anything to |earn.”“Maybe you didn't ask enough people.”"l
asked everyone | could find. Everyone. Hell, you know how | work, Mke.” He
sounded hurt that Tucker woul d question his thoroughness. As inactive as he
was these days, his reputation was all that Citus Felton had, and he guarded
it jealously. The receiver still pressed to his ear, Tucker sighed |oudly and
cl osed his eyes and put his forehead agai nst the phone box and thought about
things for a long nonent. “Do you happen to know what his last job was?”“Ch,”
Felton said, “Frank worked with that arnored car conpany out in

M | waukee. ”“When was this?"“Si x nonths ago.”“l believe | renenber now "“You
shoul d renenber,” Felton said. “Frank did ex-tremely well out there.”“Wo were
his consultants on that one?” Tucker asked, opening his eyes and staring down
at the crushed cigarette butts and chew ng-gum w appers that littered the
booth fl oor.“Lindsay, Phillips, Spooner, and Pierce,” Felton said, as if he
were reading off the nanme of a hi gh-powered stock brokerage.“You tal ked to
each of then?”“To Lindsay and Pierce,” Felton said. “I couldn't get hold of
the other two.”“What did Lindsay and Pierce have to say?’“l already told you,
M ke. Nothing. They think Frank's a fine man, a real pro.” Tucker |eaned back
away fromthe phone box, |ooking at the booth's ceiling now instead of at the
filthy floor. “Dammt, | know there's sonething wong with him”"Listen,”
Clitus said, “there is one thing—=The |ong-di stance operator interrupted,
asking for nore noney. Felton grunbled, funbled noisily with a pile of change,
fed the machi ne what she said he nust.“Wat one thing?” Tucker asked when the
operator cut out of the line.“You notice the way Frank tal ks?” the old man
asked.“Like a frog.”"“He was treated very badly about two-and-a-half years
back. CGot m xed up with the wong crowd—the organi zed group. You know who
mean?”“ltalian fellows,” Tucker said."“Mst of them” Felton agreed. “Anyway,



he was hurt badly. He was in the hospital nore than eight weeks, couldn't talk
again for six nmonths. That kind of thing can change a man. It can put sone
fear into him”“This is nmore than fear,” Tucker said.“Mybe not,” Felton said.
“And even if Frank's a little nore nervous than he used to be, he's a good

man.”“l guess |I'll have to hope you're right,” Tucker said.Felton said, “If
you aren't sure of this, why don't you just; forget it?”“Because |I'm
desperate,” Tucker said.“Sorry to hear that.”“lt's not your fault,” Tucker

said. “CGood-by, ditus.” He hung up and pushed open the booth door.CQut on the
street again, he flagged down a taxi and gave the driver a Queens' address
that was only a few bl ocks away fromhis real destination—4nrie's place."
don't like to go out to Queens,” the driver said. He was a big, good-I| ooking
man with neatly clipped salt-and-pepper hair. He bore a strong resenbl ance to
Peter Lawford, |ooked nore |ike an executive who had escaped fromthe
corporate grind than Iike a cabby.“You'll get a fifty per cent tip,” Tucker
said. The driver snmiled. “Wll, that's m ghty decent of you. It's about

i npossible to pick up a return fare fromout there. And every mnute | ride
around enpty, |'mlosing noney.”“Sure,” Tucker said. When they had pulled into
the traffic flow, he said, “You al ways been a cab driver?”“About a year now,”
the driver said, smling into the rear-viewnirror.“l'll bet you were a
corporation executive.”*Wong,” the driver said. “I was a physicist with NASA
But everyone stopped caring about the future.”“lsn't that the truth,” Tucker
agreed. I n Queens, when he had paid the driver and watched the cab pull out of
sight, Tucker |ooked at his watch: 12:01. He was anxious to pick up the
Skor pi ons. Once he had those, once he was taking the risk of possessing
illegal weaponry, he knew that he would feel nore commtted to the operation
and nore sure of hinself.By 12:45 he had tested the guns in Inrie's basenment
range and had paid for them Inrie packed the three Skorpions in an old,
battered Sansonite suitcase, added several boxes of anmunition and cushi oned
everything with ol d newspapers. Tucker took the suitcase outside, wal ked four
bl ocks to the bus stop, and caught a bus into Manhattan. In Penn Station he
fished a quarter fromhis pocket and rented a | ocker, slid the case inside,

cl osed the doubl e-strength door and tested it, then pocketed the red

key. Shortly after three o' clock, back at the apartment on Park Avenue, he
packed a second bag, this one full of his own clothes and toiletries. Wen he
was satisfied that he had not forgotten anything, he sat down at the kitchen
table with a cup of coffee, a notepad and a pen. He wote a short note to

El i se: A sudden busi ness deal has cone up. I'mflying out to San Francisco this
afternoon to negotiate the sale of a twelfth-century jade figurine. Northern
Sung Dynasty. Should fetch a good price. Should be back in a few days. If not,
["Il call.Love, M keDi spl eased by the need to lie, Tucker got up, picked up his
suitcase, and left the apartnent. Qutside, the doorman got a cab for him and
he went back down to Penn Station. He retrieved the Skorpions fromthe rented
| ocker and caught a late-afternoon train to Phil adel phia. That was the first
step of a conplex, carefully planned journey to Santa Mnica, California.



Faci ng the main hi ghway and the Pacific Ocean just beyond, the shopping mall
stood on a |l arge chunk of choice real estate. It was approximately three
hundred yards on a side, a big square structure of pebbled white concrete and
gl eam ng gl ass doors. Although the stores inside were all on a single floor
the roof rose in a sweep of fake grass, in initation of the thatched, peaked
top of a South Seas islander's hut. It should have been tastel ess. However,
the architect had fortu-nately been a man with sone talent and a good eye for
har mony. Sheltered by stands of thriving pal mtrees and wel | -tended hedger ows,
Cceanvi ew Pl aza | ooked cool and pl eas-ant—and deci dedly exclusive. There was
no gaudy billboard out front, no sign advertising stores and special sales. A
single line of parking spaces flanked the tree-shrouded walk in front of the
buil ding. On the south side there was only a two-1ane drive, no parking spaces
what soever. Instead, here the land grew junbl ed, rocky, and spotted wth pal ns
and scrub, dropping to the highway and then down to the glaringly white beach
On the north there was parking for perhaps five hundred cars, which was al so
the case behind the mall on its east face. Mst of the autonobiles parked
there right now were Cadillacs, Mark-1Vs, Thunderbirds, and expensive sports
cars. “Frank, just look at all these wonderful |uxurious cars,” Edgar Bates
said fromthe back seat as they approached Ccean view Pl aza.“Wat about thenP”
Meyers asked, braking their own car.“Wiy couldn't you steal us a nice
confortable Cadillac?” Bates asked as their weak-springed, half-rusted station
wagon bounced sickeningly fromthe highway to the mall's entrance drive.“1'm
truly sorry, Edgar,” Meyers said. He was in better formnow than he had been
back East. “But this was the only one | found that had keys in it.”The three
of them had driven out here in Edgar's rented Pontiac that afternoon, and now
they were back in a stolen car, which could not be traced to any of them If
somet hi ng went wrong and the wagon had to be abandoned in a nonent of crisis,
it would not be any danger to them The cops would learn nothing fromit. O
course by tonorrow norning it would be a very hot item That did not matter.
They were only going to need it for an hour or two.Meyers pulled the slightly
battered, peach-colored A ds-nobile into the northside parking area, went past
all the Cadillacs, which gleamed in the darkness with purple reflec-tions of

t he overhead mercury vapor lights. He drove around behind the mall and stopped
in a space next to several mediumline Fords, Chevrolets, and cheap foreign
imports. “Just like | said,” he told the other two. “Here's the em pl oyee
parking.” He pointed strai ght ahead through the windshield at the mall's rear
entrance. “All the clerks and managers will conme out of that door.” Tucker

| ooked at his watch. “Nine-thirty,” he said. “They'll be closing in half an
hour. We'd better nove ass.” He opened the Sansonite suitcase that was on the
seat between himand Frank Meyers, passed out the Skorpions and the

amuni tion. “Hellish-1ooking things,” Edgar Bates said. Like Tucker, he worked
with guns quite often but had never cone to trust or like them “Are you sure
we woul dn't be better off carry-ing a couple of good ol d-fashi oned
forty-fives, Mke?”“l"msure,” Tucker said without turning around to | ook at
the jugger. “This is best.”Meyers held his gun bel ow the w ndow | evel and
stared hard at the shadowed lines of it, traced the folded wire stock with his
blunt fingers. “Now | see what you nmeant about psychol ogy, Tucker. Wo in the
hell would ever try to go up agai nst sonething this damed ugly?”“No one,”
Tucker said, “I hope.”"1've never used anything like this before,” Bates said.
“How does it handl e?”“Point it and pull the trigger,” Tucker
said.“Real | y?”"“ How el se?”“How s the kick?” Bates asked skeptically."“Not

bad. "“You' ve tried one?"“l've tried all three,” Tucker said.“Wich way does
m ne pull —+eft or right?” Bates asked.“lt doesn't.”“Not even a little
bit?"“No.”"1"'ve never used a gun that held perfectly steady on the target,”

t he jugger said doubtfully. Tucker said, “The fellow who provided these is a
first-rate gunsmth. He cleaned these up, even rebored the barrels. The guns
are better than new.” He was aware of Edgar's nervousness and synpathized with
him He hoped his calm al nobst whi spered expl anati ons woul d soot he the ol der
man.In the dull violet light that filtered through the w ndows, they finished
| oadi ng and pocketed nore ammunition. Frank Meyers was breathing too heavily



but seened much i mproved otherwi se. In fact, he seemed too inproved in too
short a time. Perhaps he was the sort of nman who wasted away frominactivity
but regained his gloss when he was in the mdst of action. Nevertheless,
Tucker distrusted sudden personality changes even when he thought he knew the
reasons for them“Didn't you have to pass through a nmetal detector at the
airport?” Bates asked, leaning forward fromthe rear seat. “Didn't they

exam ne your |uggage? The way they screen for hijackers these days, | don't
see how you coul d have gotten these things all the way across the country.”*l
took a train to Phil adel phia,” Tucker said, stuffing the bulky pistol into his
wai st band and buttoning his | oose jacket over it. “Then |I hopped a chartered
shuttle for Cleveland.”“And they don't search your baggage on a shuttle
flight?” Bates asked.“Not on the really small regional airlines,” Tucker said.
“They don't have the resources or the tinme.”Meyers worked his Skorpi on under
his wide belt, con-cealed it with his blue-and-white-striped seersucker
jacket. “Where did you go fromd evel and?”"“1 took another chartered plane to
Kansas City,” Tucker said. In Kansas City he had caught the first flight out
to Denver, had gone from Denver to Reno on a third plane. In Reno he had
boarded a G eyhound bus for the short trip in to San Francisco. “Fromthere
caught anot her plane down to Los Angeles,” he said. “It took a |ot |onger than
a through flight from New York woul d have taken, but then |I couldn't have
gotten aboard a through flight with the Skor-pions.”Bates shook his head
admringly. “And you didn't have to pass through a nmetal detector or open a
single suitcase for inspection?”“That's right.”“l think | see why no one ever
objects to your being the boss,” Meyers said. His voice contained a note of
genui ne anusemnent, sonething of which he had seenmed i ncapabl e when Tucker had
met with himback in New York. Wy this change in the man? And how | ong coul d
it be expected to | ast?Tucker | ooked at his watch again. “W're wasting tine.
I s everybody ready?” They got out of the car and cl osed the doors. Edgar Bates
put down his briefcaselike satchel full of tools, and they all stripped off
the thin cotton gloves they had worn while in the stolen station wagon,
putting the gloves into their pockets for use later in the night. The chance
of leaving behind an identifiable fingerprint on anything but a just-washed
drinking glass was negligible. Television and novies had greatly exaggerated
the threat of fingerprint science to the nodern crimnal. Neverthel ess, they
took the precaution of wearing gloves. Tucker insisted on it.“Wll,” Myers
said, “shall we go earn a living?”



Each face of the Cceanview Plaza buil ding contained an entrance precisely
mdway in its length. Each set of these heavy gl ass doors opened onto a w de
terrazo-floored corridor where there were shops on both sides. Decorated with
rec-tangul ar stone planters full of mniature palnms and ferns and ot her
tropical plants, the public corridors all converged under the peaked ceiling
of the mall's |ounge. The core of the building was this circul ar | obby of
slightly nore than a hundred-foot diameter, with its dark wood paneling and
its sloped ceiling coning to a dramatic point fifty feet overhead. There were
padded benches here where weary shoppers could pause and regain their

strength. Full-length mrrors were set at regular intervals in the walls, a
conveni ent place to check, surreptitiously as one wal ked past them that one's
appear ance was, indeed, inmpeccable. The | ounge contained nore planters and
plants than did the corridors, providing a fresh, natural, relaxing

at nosphere. In the very center of the |lounge there was a deep pool, another
circle, this one about forty feet in diameter. It was sided with |avalike
stone and | ow green ferns. Hundreds of jets of water fountained out of hidden
nozzles in those stones, nmade patterns in the air, rained down on the surface
of the pool with a soft shushing sound. A colorful free-standing sign-board
nearby informed the casual shopper that a world-fanpus novelty diving act
woul d performin the mall daily during the followi ng week. Apparently, even
excl usi ve shop-ping centers full of the nost expensive shops needed to run an
occasi onal pronotional stunt.Tucker sat on one of the benches, hands fol ded on
his lap to make sure his coat didn't stretch tight across the outlines of the
Skor pi on. When they had first come into the building through the east doors,
the three men had split up for tacti-cal reasons. Now, as he waited for the
proper noment to rejoin Meyers and Bates at their prearranged rendezvous

poi nt, he watched the fl ow of conmerce around himOnly four places of business
were situated so that their fronts faced out on the | ounge and the fountain.
On the northeast quarter of the circul ar chanber stood Shen Yang's Orient, an
i mport shop with wi ndows full of handsome ivory and jade art, hand-woven
carpets, and hand-carved screens. Nothing in Shen Yang's Orient bore a price
tag, which neant it was all very dignified and priced at three tines its rea
retail value. Only a few shoppers were poking around in the oriental shop, and
t he Japanese proprietor was already beginning to close up for the day. On the
nort hwest side of the |ounge Henry's Gaslight Restaurant, a favorite place for
| uncheons and early dinners in Santa Mnica, had served its |ast desserts and
was politely but firmy saying good-by to its custoners. On the sout hwest side
t he House of Books was still fairly busy, even though the manager had begun to
turn out a few of the lights at the back of the store. This was, as far as
Tucker had ever seen, the only | arge bookstore outside of New York that
handl ed no paperbacks, that dealt solely in the nore expensive hard covers and
hi gher-priced gift books.Behind him on the southeast corner of the |ounge,
Young Maiden, a clothing store for the tradition-bound girl, had closed its
doors after its last custoner.Those four stores were indicative of the state
of the remaining fifteen. Only a handful of shoppers yet prow ed the nall.
Shortly, there would be none. The clerks and nanagers woul d | eave, too. And
the job could begin at last.It was going to work. The operation had sounded
like the ravings of a madman when Frank Meyers first began to tal k about it.

It was too risky, too dangerous. But it was going to work.lt had to work. Asi de
fromthe fact he needed the noney, Tucker could not endure failure. He was
neuroti c about success. He took a job only when he felt he could pull it off.
If he failed, even once, he would play into his father's hands, which bot hered
hi mmore than the idea of spending ten years in federal prison.Only one thing
marred his cultured optinism He had seen a roomthat was not on Meyers's
diagram In the west corridor at the front of the mall there was a dark wood
door | abel ed: oceanvi ew pl aza busi ness office. He knew the existence of this
office in no way affected their plans, yet he was bothered by Meyers's

om ssion of it on the master white-print. Wy overlook this one detail ?He

| ooked at his wistwatch, decided it was tinme to nove. Rising, adjusting his
jacket to be sure that it continued to conceal the Skorpion, he wal ked back



the eastern corridor down which he had cone when they had first entered the
mall. On the left was a Rolls-Citroén-Maserati-Jaguar deal er-ship, a gl eam ng
show oom ful |l of el egant autonobiles. Beyond that was Surf and Subsurface, a
tasteful and richly appointed sporting-goods store—surfboards and aqual ungs on
| ush Freeport carpet, shotguns displayed in a blue-velvet-lined case—which
made Abercronbie & Fitch appear posi-tively plebeian by conparison. On his
right was the Tool box Lounge, where the hel p was even now gently but

i nsistently saying good-by to its |ast high-society drunkard. Beyond the bar
was the entrance to the mall warehouse and mai ntenance center. It was here

t hat Tucker opened a gray door marked enpl oyees only and stepped out of the
corridor. Meyers and Bates were waiting with drawn Skorpions. Tucker said,
“Don't shoot.”“VWhat's it like out there?” Meyers asked, lowering the

gun. “They're closing up.”The big man snmiled. “Ri ght on schedul e.”"Frank,

| ooked the place over, and |'ve been wondering why you didn't include the mall
of fice on your diagram” He watched Meyers closely.“Didn't 1?” Meyers asked.
“Just an oversight.”Intuitively, Tucker knew that it was nore than that, but
he saw no way or no real reason to pursue the issue. He |iked Meyers's new
personality, this nore conpetent version. He didn't want to do anything that
woul d bring back the New York City slob.“W only have to wait,” Bates said

Wi pi ng perspiration fromhis wi de forehead. He was never confortable on a job
until he was working on a safe, applying his skill. Then he was steady,

sel f-assured, altogether at ease. “Just wait,” he repeated.”“l hope that's
all,” Tucker said.The warehouse was as large as any store in the mall, |arger
than nost of them It was fully four hundred feet long, sixty feet wide, with
a twenty-foot-high ceiling. Just inside the door stood a scarred workbench, a
heavy-duty vise, a jigsaw, and all the other tools the maintenance nen woul d
need to keep the building in good repair. The remai nder of the roomwas given
over to storage. The floor was nmarked off into nineteen sections of varying
size, one for each of the retail outlets in the mall, and every section was
stacked with cartons, crates, and druns of goods that would eventually be
taken via electric-powered carts and fork lifts to the many stores under this
one roof. Those electric vehicles were parked in a row beside barrels of

cl eani ng conpounds and fl oor waxes. Two corrugated steel garage doors, each as
hi gh as the room and wi de enough to admt the back end of a large truck, were
set in the east wall. The warehouse had no wi ndows. Wth the garage doors

cl osed and dogged down tight, as they were now, all light came from
fluorescent tubes framed in sheet-metal reflectors twenty feet overhead. This
cold, blue-white glare, conbined with the cinder-block walls and plain cenment
floor, too closely resenbl ed the decor of hospitals and prisons. It nade
Tucker decidedly ill at ease.Tucker |ooked at his watch.“Ten o' clock on the
nose,” said Bates, who had | ooked at his own watch in chorus with Tucker
“Fifteen or twenty mnutes and we should be able to nove.” He | ooked at
Meyers. “Are you certain there aren't maintenance nmen on duty now?” Meyers

| aughed softly and sl apped the smaller man on the back. The sound of that
gentl e bl ow whi spered back fromthe ceiling and the cold cement walls. “Have |
been wrong about anything el se? Look, the mai ntenance nmen work a regul ar
nine-to-five shift. They're long gone. No one's going to walk in on us
unexpectedl y. "Bates ran one strong, stubby-fingered hand through his white
hair and tried to smle. But he could not nmanage anything nore than a pained
grimace. “Don't mind nme,” he said. “lI've never been nmuch good at waiting
around. " Taki ng the Skorpion from his waistband and tightening his belt, Tucker
said, “What about the guard dog?"“He's just where | told you he'd be,” Meyers
said, point-ing over his shoulder.“Big brute,” Edgar said. Tucker wal ked past
the other two nen, down a narrow aisle between ten-foot stacks of nerchandise,
all the way to the far end of the room The dog, a healthy young German
shepherd with a beautiful coat, was there and waiting at attention, alerted by
Tucker's footsteps. It was chained to a thick iron ring that was set firmy in
a cenent-block wall. Ears flattened along its lupine skull, w cked teeth
bared, it strained forward until the chain was taut, focusing its fierce black
eyes on Tucker. It growed quietly in the back of its throat, but it did not



bark or attenpt to lunge at him*“N ce dog,” Tucker said, hunkering down to the
animal's |l evel, though keeping a few feet between them The dog growl ed a bit

| ouder, a sound like a broken engi ne chuggi ng away beneath | ayers and | ayers
of insulation. Thick saliva glistened on its teeth and dripped fromthe
corners of its black Iips."“CGood dog,” Tucker said, though the dammed thing
fright-ened him "“Good, quiet dog.” The shepherd snapped at himthis tine,
scrabbled at the floor with its claws, and tried to cl ose the gap between

t hem Tucker stood up again. “Lousy, rotten mutt,” he said. The two night

wat chnmen had brought the dog with them when they had come on duty at nine

o' clock. That was part of the protection package the mall bought fromtheir
com pany: two men, one dog. The guards had chai ned the shepherd here, and at
nine-thirty they had gone out into the mall itself to help with the flushing
out of the last-mnute custoners. They would check and | ock the public rest
rooms, inspect all the architectural cul-de-sacs to be certain that no
accidental or intended stragglers were left in the building after closing
time. They would shut down the north, west, and south entrances and see that
all the clerks, salesnmen, and store nanagers left by the east exit, the back
doors. Then, when they were alone in the buildi ng—except for the bank's
manager and assi stant manager, who, according to Meyers, always stayed late on
Wednesday—the guards woul d conme back to the warehouse to rel ease the dog.
Except that tonight the shepherd was going to remain where he was, chained to
the wal |l . Tucker went back across the room and stood by the door with Bates and
Meyers. “Everything okay?” Meyers nodded vigorously. His grin was so w de that
it was nearly inbecilic, and his eyes seemed to Haze. “Nothing out of the
ordinary. It's going to go |like clockwrk. A few of them have already left,
and the rest are |eaving now "Tucker listened closely at the gray door. He
could hear a nunber of sal esclerks |laughing and tal king as they passed the

war ehouse entrance and went through the doors of the mall's east exit just a
few feet down the corridor. Most of themwere calling good night to sonmeone
naned Chet and another man naned Artie. Chet and Artie were probably the two
ni ght wat chnmen. Leani ng away fromthe door, Tucker glanced at a set of shelves
on his right, and for the first tine he saw two thernos bottles and two
sparkling al um num | unch buckets. Though they were only inani mate objects,
there was sone-thing pathetic about them Chet and Artie wouldn't have an
opportunity to eat their |ate-night snack or enjoy the card gane that nost
likely went with it.After a while Tucker |ooked at his watch. “A quarter past
ten,” he said."“Soon, now,” Meyers said, clutching the Skorpion in both hands,
one thick finger through the trigger guard.“Wat about the dog?” Bates asked.
He was sweating profusely now, and his face was especially pale. H's voice was
not as |loud as a whisper.“Wat about hin?” Tucker asked.Bates's eyebrows were
beaded with sweat, like twin cater-pillars crawing through dew. He blinked
the salty fluid out of his eyes. “Mean-Ilooking bastard, isn't he?” He
shuddered as he thought of the German shepherd. “He could tear off your armif
he really wanted to do it.” Tucker and Meyers | ooked at each other. Before the

big man coul d say anything, Tucker said, “Look, he's chained to the wall. He
will be chained to the wall the whole tinme that we're here.”*“Sure, sure,”
Bates said in a self-deprecating tone of voice. “I know that. Don't bot her
with ne. Don't pay ne any mind. It's just that | hate waiting. Witing nmakes
me nervous as hell. But 1'll be in shape when the crunch cones.”"l' m wondering
if you will,” Meyers whispered, giving Bates a hard, cold | ook.“Believe ne,”
Tucker said, “Edgar will come through. He does every tine. He's al ways shaky

at the start, but once he's working on a safe, he's steady as a rock.”"“And
when he's finished with the safe?” Meyers asked, as if they were tal king about
someone who was not present.“Then,” Bates said, as if he objected to being

tal ked over, “I'mso delighted with ny handiwork that | fairly float along for
days afterward.”“It's true,” Tucker said."“You see,” Bates told Myers,
“there's nothing to ne except nmy work. |I'm hollow, otherw se.” Tucker knew that
what Bates said was fairly close to the truth. Except when he was dealing with
a vault door or a fancy conbination |ock, the old jugger had no

sel f-confidence what soever. He was extrenely gentle, passive, wthdrawn, the



willing victimof an inferiority conplex. R ght now he felt utterly worthl ess
and hel pl ess, as vulnerable as a child. But when he started to work on the
safe, he would have the self-assurance of Supernman.“Twenty-five after ten,”
Meyers said, |ooking at his watch. “Everyone should be out by now. ” He | owered
the ugly Skorpion until it centered on the gray door, and he grinned
idiotically once nore. A nonent |ater the |aughter and conversation in the
corridor stopped. Now there were only Chet and Artie swap-ping jokes while
they | ocked and tested the gl ass doors. Edgar swal | owed | oudly. “Here they
cone,” Tucker whispered. Meyers stiffened. The two wat chmen opened t he warehouse
door and wal ked i nside. They were both about six feet, both m ddl e-aged nen
who had retired after twenty years on a real police force, both of them going
to flab and both a great deal slower to react than they once had been. They
were so engrossed in the dirty story one of themwas telling that neither was
i medi ately aware of the presence of the three intruders. They took half a
dozen steps into the room before they realized there was somet hi ng wrong.

Then, just at the punch line, they | ooked up and froze, shocked at the sight
of three nmen with automati c weapons. “Take it easy,” Tucker said in a
reassuringly nellow voice. “Don't go for your guns.” The guards blinked
stupidly. They still did not get it. They had evidently been off a regul ar
police force nore than a few nonths. They were acting |ike amateurs.“If you
try for a gun,” Meyers said, |leveling the Skorpion, “I'Il have to bl ow your
brains out.” In his gravel-toned voice, the threat sounded genuine.Wth that,
they were committed. They were in it too deep now to just wal k away and forget
t he whol e thing. They had gai ned control of Cceanview Plaza without spilling a
drop of blood, just as Frank Meyers had promi sed. It was easy. Indeed, it
seened al nost too easy. Tucker was worried about that.



Morose as a pair of slack-faced hound dogs, the watchnmen were sitting on the
floor, their shoul ders against the wall, legs straight out in front of them
Thei r hands were bound behi nd their backs, ankles securely tied together with
strong copper wire Edgar Bates had produced fromhis battered black satche
full of safecracking tools. The | argest of the guards, who was two inches
taller and fifteen pounds fl abbier than his conpanion, was a florid nman in his
late forties or early fifties. Beneath the beer belly and the gl ow ng nose of
t he quasi-al coholic, he |ooked grizzled and nean. H's eyes were bracketed by
hard fol ds of flesh, and laugh |lines slashed his droopi ng cheeks |ike sword
wounds. Tucker thought the nman had probably been a high school football jock
in his day, a conbat soldier, and a real sonofabitch in a police uniform Like
nost of his type, a large part of his hard-nosed i mage would be a bl uff.

How- ever, deep inside sonewhere he would have that peculiar, violent,

danger ous American sense of machi snb. Because of that he m ght do something
foolish. He | ooked up at Tucker as Bates put away what was left of the roll of
copper wire, and he said, “You won't get away with this, you little

bastard.” Tucker smiled. “You watch a |lot of television, don't you? You have
your lines down just pat.”The watchman col ored. He narrowed his eyes and nade
atight, grimline of his nouth. “1've got your face filed away. | have
absolutely every detail of it menorized. Hell, | have all of your faces

nmenori zed.”H s Skorpion casually pointed at the man's face, Frank Meyers
stepped forward, a singularly nenacing presence with his horror-novie voice.
“You're pretty dam dunmb,” he said nastily, neeting the guard' s hostile
stare.“He'll be okay,” Tucker said, quickly dismssing Meyers before the

wat chman coul d respond and exacerbate the situation. Tucker could sense an

al nrost natural antagoni sm between these two nen. They were the sort who seened
to react chenmically fromthe nmoment of first contact, the sort who would be at
one another's throats with little provoca-tion. And that could not be all owed.
He knelt down beside the guard and smled at him “Wich one are you—het or
Artie?”Both of the watchnen were surprised. “How d you know our nanmes?” the
mean one demanded. Tucker sighed. “lI stood at that door and listened to
every-one in the mall say good night to you.”The ex-cop was disgusted with
hinself for not figuring it out right away.“Which are you?” Tucker insisted
quietly.“Chet,” the nean one said. The inportant thing, Tucker knew, was to
soothe Chet's battered pride, doctor his bruised nmachisnm. The less like a
fool that Chet felt, the nore cooperative he would be. “Chet, | know you're
not the kind of man who takes this sort of thing easily. You re not used to

| etti ng anyone get the junmp on you. But now it's happened, and you have to
make the best of it. My friend here,” he said, pointing to Frank Meyers, “will
be right out in the corridor watching over the east exit. Every once in a
while he'll ook in on you. He will not want to see you struggling to get

| oose. You don't want to make hi mnervous. There isn't any reason for anyone
to get killed here tonight.”Chet glared at himbut said nothing. H's nmouth
just got tighter, his eyes narrower.“No one's going to think |less of you
because you let us pull this thing off,” Tucker said patiently. “You were

conpletely surprised. Hell, anyone woul d have been surprised. You did
everything right. But we had machi ne guns. And there were nore of us than
there were of you . . .”"The watchnman seened to relax slightly. Sone of the

stiffness went out of him and his |lips took on col or again. He stopped
straining so steadily against his wire bonds. Tucker | ooked at the second nan.
He was only fractionally | ess physically form dable than Chet, but he had none
of the other man's inner fire. He was pale and obviously frightened. “You
don't see any reason to get yourself killed, do you, Artie?” Tucker
asked.“No,” Artie said."“Good for you,” Tucker said.Chet gave the other nman a
cool | ook. Then he | ooked at Tucker again and said, “The way | have your faces
meno-rized, the police will be able to work up a good conposite draw ng of
you. Your faces will be plastered in every station house in the country.

You' |l never get away with this. Never.”“Maybe you're right,” Tucker said,
getting to his feet.“l am You'll see.”"We'Ill just have to take our
chances.”“You got no chances,” Chet said. But he was not genu-inely



bel ligerent now. He was nerely playing out a role, winding up a
performance.“It's twenty mnutes to el even,” Edgar Bates said. “Those bank
people aren't going to work all night. W'd better get going.” Tucker saw the
wat chnmen exchange a curious gl ance at the nmention of “bank people,” but he
supposed they were so dull-witted that they were only now realizing what was
to be robbed. “Cone on,” he said, |eading Meyers and Bates out of the storage
room Frank remai ned behind in the east corridor to watch over the doors

t hrough whi ch they would shortly | eave Oceanvi ew Pl aza and to see that the

wat chnmen remai ned out of action. Tucker and Bates hurried quietly up the hall,
past Surf and Subsurface, past the Rolls Royce salesroom the bar . . . In the
mal | | ounge the fountain was still splashing, dancing on the surface of the
deep pool. Evidently the water was turned off by a set of controls in the

war ehouse—on-trols that Chet and Artie had not had the opportunity to use.
That was good. The splashing water covered any uninten-tional noise they m ght
make. Standing by the fountain, Tucker could | ook down each of the other three
corridors, which were well lighted and deserted. At the end of each hall the
gl ass doors were shut. Inside the mall, three feet behind each set of those

gl ass doors, steel-bar gates had been rolled out of the ceiling and | ocked

i nto baseboard bolt holes. No one could cone in or go out of those three
entrances.“lt's just like Frank described it, down to every detail,” Bates
said. “I'mfeeling better by the m nute.” Tucker thought of the plain dark wood
door and the mall's business office that lay behind it, thought of that single
detail that had not been on Meyers's diagram . . . Then he shrugged off the
unwarranted feeling that sone-thing was not altogether right. It was usel ess
to worry until sonething went wong. And nothing was going to go wong. The
whol e operation was going to tick along like a cl ockwork nechani sm They turned
left fromthe | ounge and the fountain and entered the south corridor of the
mall. On their right was the House of Books and Sasbury's, one of the
building's two largest clothing stores. On the |left was Young Miden, Harold
Leonardo Furriers, Accent Jewelry, and finally the Countrysi de Savings and
Loan Conpany where nost of the stores deposited their daily cash intake and
wher e shoppers kept personal checking accounts against the times when they had
overcharged their store credits. Having | earned from experience that the bold
approach was al nost al ways the best, Tucker and Bates intended to wal k ri ght
up to the bank and take it over, subdue the |ate-working manager and his
assistant w thout any skul king around. But it was not going to be that easy.
The sliding glass panels that fronted the bank were cl osed and | ocked. Inside,
t he darkness was relieved only by two blue night |anmps above the vault door
and i mredi ately behind the short row of tellers' cages. No manager or

assi stant manager was diligently toiling away after hours. The bank was
de-serted.“Christ,” Bates said m serably. “They probably work |late every
Wednesday night, nonth in and nonth out—dntil tonight.” Tucker pressed his face
to the glass and carefully exam ned the unlighted room beyond. There was
definitely not anyone in there. Meyers had said that the front doors would be
open and that maybe even the vault itself would be standing wi de. He had said
there would be only two nmeek bank officers to be dealt with. And here it was,
enpty, closed up tight. “You'll have to do it the hard way, Edgar.”“Blow this
safe as well as the one at the jewelry store.”“And circunvent two sets of
alarns.”“l thought this might be, for once, an easy job,” the old jugger said,
obviously delighted that the chall enge was greater than he had anticipated. He
was in his elenent. He was no | onger nervous. Putting down his satchel
slipping on the pair of thin cotton gl oves, he peered at the glass panels
where they joined, studied this transparent barrier that sepa-rated them from
the bank. “1'Il bet there's an alarmin these, too.”"You shouldn't have to
worry about that,” Tucker said.“Ch?"“Either Chet or Artie will have the
keys.”“To the bank?”“They'd have to have keys in case a fire started in one of
the stores.” Tucker grinned at the jugger's sudden frown. “Don't worry, Edgar
They won't have the vault conbina-tion. You'll still have plenty of work to
do."Bates blushed. “Well, | was merely—=Of in another part of the mall five
shots were fired in rapid succession



VWhen Tucker ran out of the south corridor and into the public | ounge under

t he peaked ceiling, he saw that Frank Meyers was not down at the east exit
where he was supposed to be. The hall was enpty. Tucker knew at once where to
| ook: at the opposite end of the building fromthe warehouse and the two

di sabl ed wat chmen—at that one room Meyers had |l eft out of the diagram He ran
past the fountain into the west corridor. He passed Henry's Gaslight

Rest aurant, the House of Books, a clothing store for teen-agers, a shoe
importer, a florist, Craftwell Gfts . . . Breathing hard, his heart poundi ng
like a sledge on an anvil, he slid to a stop outside of the hal f-open door of
the mall's business office.“Frank?” He stood warily out of the line of fire
but covered the doorway with his Skorpion.“In here,” the fanmiliar hoarse voice
answered. “What's wong?”“It's over.”"You okay?”"“Yeah.” Meyers sounded in the
best of spirits as he ap-proached the door on the other side and pulled it
open. “It's finished. Come in.”"You bastard,” Tucker said. “This was pl anned,
wasn't it? You were after someone, weren't you?”Meyers grinned. “And | got

hi m " Confused and angry, Tucker pushed past himinto the room This was the
outer office, a reception area. The walls were creamcol ored, the carpet a
deep forest green, the furni-ture all dark and heavy and vaguely
Medi t erranean. Three good oil paintings caught his eye, held it for a
monent. I n the center of the rooman extrenely pretty young wonan sat behind an
enornous desk. She was in her late twenties, with a dusky Italian conpl exion
and thick black hair that fell to her shoulders. She was terrified. Her brown
eyes were open wide. She was sitting as stiff as a statue. Her hands were on
the blotter in front of her where Meyers had probably told her to keep them
and the long fingers were knotted like trysting worms, the knuckl es
white.“Who's she?” Tucker asked.“H s secretary,” Meyers said. “\Wose
secretary?”Meyers pointed at the open door to the inner office. Tucker went in
and | ooked at the dead nen. One of themwas on the floor to the right of the
desk, the focal point of a w dening pool of blood. In his hand he had a gun he
had not used, and he | ooked like the bodyguard type. Another dead man was
sitting in a swivel chair behind the desk. He was about fifty years old,

t hi ckset and ugly. He had two holes in his chest and one in his neck, and he
was grinning at Tucker. Tucker felt sick. He wanted to turn and cut Meyers down
as the big man had done with these two. But he was incapa-ble of that, just as
he woul d have been incapabl e of the sensel ess nmurders Meyers had j ust
conmitted. He turned away fromthe carnage, for he could not |ook at a dead man
wi t hout suffering intimations of his own nortality. Facing Meyers, struggling
to keep his anger and disgust in check, he said, “Wwo was he?” " Rudol ph Keski,”
Meyers said. “The other one was his protection. Sonme protection.” He |aughed.
Tucker wi nced. “Way did you want hin?” Tucker's voice was | ow and cold. No one
shoul d have had to die.“Keski gave me this voice,” Meyers said. “He put nme in
the hospital for nonths.” For the first time he realized that Tucker didn't
take killing quite so lightly as he did. Now Meyers was trying to justify

hi nsel f.“Mafia?” Tucker asked. Meyers was anused by that. “Hell, no.”"“CQur
friend in Harrisburg said you got mxed up with Sicilians.”“That's just a
runor, then,” Meyers said. “Keski headed the |ocal organization. But he was
Pol i sh, not Mafia. There's no connection between himand any national group.
He wasn't exactly small time, but he wasn't big, either.”“Wiy didn't you tel
me about hi n?” Tucker asked.“You wouldn't have thrown in with me,” Meyers
said. He was smling jauntily. The personality change that had oc-curred

bet ween New York and Los Angel es was now firmy established. “No one would

have cone in on the job. . . . So | said it was just robbery—which it stil
is, by the way.”“l1'll want to hear the whole story. Later.” He | ooked at the
worman, tried to smile even though he was frightened and sickened by the

sl aughter. “You okay?”“l didn't touch her,” Meyers said."“You okay?” Tucker

asked again, ignoring Meyers. She nodded, tried to speak, could not. She nmade a
little croaking noise and twi sted her fingers together even tighter than they

had been.“Don't worry,” Tucker assured her, striving for a calmand gentle

voi ce. “You won't be hurt.”She | ooked at himas if she were deaf and dunb.*You
really won't,” he said. “You'll have to cone with us to the storage room and



let us tie you up. But we won't hurt you.”“He killed M. Keski,” she said. Her
voice was low, sultry, delightful. It was out of place in this norgue.“l know
he did,” Tucker said, going over to her and prying her hands apart. He held
her right hand as tenderly as if they were lovers. “But that was sonething

between himand Keski. It had nothing to do with you. R ght now, all he cares
about, all | care about, is taking some nmoney out of the bank safe up the
hall. We'll have to tie you up while we do that. You understand?’Her hand was

cold and notionless in his."You understand?”“Yes."”"“Cood,” Tucker said. He |et
go of her hand and wal ked around behind her and pulled back her chair as she
got up. “Don't try to run. There's nowhere to go. Just cooperate and you won't
get hurt. Under—= He stopped tal ki ng when she stepped away fromthe big desk,
and he noved in closer to it, bending down to look into the cavity beneath the
wor k sur-face. What he thought he had seen turned out to be no illusion, no
trick of shadows, no stain on the carpet. It was there. “Christ!”"Wat?"
Meyers asked. “You stupid ox,” Tucker said. In the knee hol e under-neath the
desk the green carpet had been cut away in a neat circle and nol ded down with
metal tacking strips. In the center of that cleared space there was a small

rectangul ar foot pedal, like a mniaturized autonobile accelerator. “It's a
punp-action al arm pedal ,” Tucker said. He stood up and | ooked at the woman. He
felt like a wire being drawn tighter and tighter between two wi nches. “Did you
use it?”She backed away from himand canme up against the wall, bunping her

head on an oil painting in a rococo frame.“Did you use it?” he repeated.“Don't
kill ne.”“We aren't going to kill you,” Tucker said.“Please . . .” Her eyes
were wi de again. Al the blood had drained out of her lovely face. Beneath
that natural olive conpl exi on she was pal e. Tucker went over to her and took
her hand again, held it to his lips, kissed her fingers. She | ooked at him as
if he were mad. “l know how scared you are. |'mextrenely sorry that this had
to happen.” She blinked at him and he thought there was a grow ng bl ank spot
behi nd her eyes. Shock was catching up with her fast.“Wat's your nanme?” he
asked, quickly trying to establish sone rapport wth her.“Wat?”"Your nane.
What is your name?” Seconds night be precious if the cops were on the way, but
pati ence was the only way to get through to her right now She was stunned
hal f out of her senses. If he had been in her shoes when Meyers opened up on
Keski, Tucker knew he would be no better.“l'm Evel yn Ledderson,” she replied,
as if her owmn name were entirely foreign to her, as if those few syllables
made no sense what soever.“Evelyn,” Tucker said, his voice so soft that Meyers
had trouble hearing himclearly, “do you understand that we don't want to hurt
you? W& have nothing to gain by hurting you. Just tell me ... That al arm peda
under your desk must connect to a light board in a police station sonmewhere
nearby.” He was anmazed at the reasonable, calmtone of his own voice. Inside,
he was screamng and running around in circles. “W have to know, Evelyn.

Did you use that pedal ?”She | ooked into his eyes and seened suddenly cal ned
by them as if she read his sincerity like a | arge-type nessage on his retina.

The fear was still in her, but it was under control now It did not paralyze
her anynore. “Yes,” she said. “You bet | used it. |I punped the hell out of
it.”Tucker | ooked at Meyers.“Let's get out of here,” the big man said, his
good mood shattered. Tucker grabbed the woman's arm “You'll have to cone al ong

with us,” he said, forcing her out of the office behind Meyers. She did not
want to go, but she knew that she would only make things worse for herself if
she resisted. Kicking off her shoes to keep fromstunbling in the built-up
heel s, she ran along beside himlIn the distance there were sirens.



VWhen they entered the east corridor, they saw Edgar Bates down at the far end
standing on the left just beyond Surf and Subsurface, across fromthe

war ehouse entrance. He had gotten a set of keys from one of the night

wat chnmen, had inserted a key into a slot on the wall, and had activated the
steel -bar gate that was recessed in the ceiling. An electric notor humed
loudly. The gate nmade a lot of noise itself, clattering |like tank tread as it
descended to block the entire width of the hall.“What are you doi ng?” Meyers
shout ed, his ruined voice cracking.Bates turned and | ooked at them H's face
was drawn, his eyes as wide as Evel yn Ledderson's eyes had been when Tucker
had first seen her. \Wen they reached him just as the gate cl anked agai nst
the terrazzo floor, Bates said, “There's cops in the parking |ot.” Meyers
pushed past himand grabbed hold of the gate, shook it, tried to heave it up
out of the way. “You dunb bastard! You'll trap us all in here.”Bates | aughed
wi t hout huror, his eyes flat and glassy. “Wo's the dunb bastard? Don't you
see, Frank? We al -ready are trapped in here.” Tucker noved to the gate, pulling
the wonman along with him He stared out through the grid of thin steel rods,
past the glass outer doors that were only three feet away. One prow car, made
colorless by the ranks of nercury vapor lights out there, was already stopped
about five short yards fromthe mall entrance. \Wat Tucker had told Evel yn
Ledderson a few m nutes ago now held true for all of them—there was nowhere
to run. Abruptly, a second squad car wheeled in beside the first, nearly
scraping paint with it, braking so hard that tires squealed and the big
Detroit frane rocked back and forth on its springs.“W could shoot our way
out,” Meyers said.“Forget it,” Tucker said.“W have to try.”“We'd get about
two feet,” Tucker said.Edgar Bates was busy fixing the gate to its bolt hol es
al ong the baseboard. “W wouldn't even get through those doors,” he called
over his shoulder.“He's right,” Tucker told Meyers. “He did the right thing by
sealing this off. W aren't going to get out this way. All we can do is make
sure they can't come in, either.”“W can't hole up here,” Meyers said.“l know
that.” The specter of failure, linked armin armw th the image of his father
rose in the back of his nmind. Meyers pointed to the gate. “Then what does this
really buy us in the end?”“Tine,” Tucker said.“Time for nore prowl cars to get
here,” Meyers said, making a sour face.“W night cone up with sonething,”
Tucker insisted as he watched the four cops outside nove in toward the gl ass

doors. “Li ke what ?”"“We mi ght find another way out.”“How?”“l don't know yet.”“If
we can't |leave by this door,” Meyers said, “we can't |eave by any of them
They' Il have the other three covered, too.”“l know,” Tucker said. “But all the

entrances are shut tight fromthe inside. The |oading bays in the warehouse
are down and | ocked. That is everything, right? They can't get in at us.”“You
keep on about that,” Meyers said. “You rmake it sound |like some fantastic
advantage. But we can't just sit here and wait themout, for Christ's

sake.” Two of the policenen tried the outer doors, held their hands over their
eyebrows to shield out the glow fromthe parking-lot |ights around them and
peered inside.Still holding the woman where he hoped they coul d see her

Tucker poked the barrel of his Skorpion through one of the four-inch-square
openings in the gate grid, pointed it right at the two cops. Frank Meyers did

t he sane thing.“Mve back!” Tucker shouted. “Stay far back!”But they did not
need to be told. The nonment they saw the guns, they jerked out of the way like
puppets pulled back on strings, and they ran to the squad cars where they
could take shelter. They were excited, shouting back and forth at one anot her
Tucker could not quite make out what they were saying.“They won't hold off for
I ong,” Meyers said. “You can bet on that. Wat we should do, we shoul d—=*" Shut
up,” Tucker said.The two words were delivered so sharply, with such anger

that Meyers was surprised into silence. He blinked stupidly, licked his thick
lips, and wondered how to respond. Tucker said, “W wouldn't be in this fix if
you hadn't gone after Keski. Don't start bitching at me now. Accept the
responsibility like a professional, it's your fault and yours al one. You have
to face that, and shut the hell up.”Meyers cleared his throat, shook his head
to express a mixture of dismay, anger, and respect. “You talk pretty dammed
freely.” Tucker glared at him “That's right.”After a short staring match which



Tucker won, Meyers said, “But you got to admit we're in a bad way.”“l never
said differently.”“l don't see what you expect to do.”*“Look,” Edgar Bates
said, “we have three hostages here. W can use themfor a shield.” H s voice
was thin, quivering.“That's an idea,” Meyers said.Evel yn Ledderson went rigid,
tried hal fheartedly to pull away from Tucker. “You said you woul dn't hurt nme.
Now you want to hide behind me.”“She's right,” Tucker said. “lIt's a bad idea.
|'ve never heard of anyone naking good an escape behi nd hostages. The cops

m ght shoot at us, anyway. These days, they don't always seemto care nuch
about the fate of innocent bystanders. And even if they let us get to the

station wagon and |l eave, they' |l just tag along until we | et these people go.
Then they'll blow the crap out of us.”"“But what other chance do we have?”
Bat es asked.“l've got a couple of ideas,” Tucker said. “But before we start to

talk about that, | want to get to a tel ephone and call the police. They've got
to understand that we do have hostages.”“They saw the girl,” Bates said."“But
maybe they think she's one of us.”Meyers wiped his face with the back of a
seersucker sleeve. “They know we have the guards.”“And maybe they think we
killed the guards,” Tucker said. He | ooked at Bates. “Take Evelyn into the

war ehouse and tie her up with Chet and Artie.”Bates picked up his gun, which
he had put on the floor by the gate, and he pointed at the wonan. “Cone al ong,
pl ease.” She | ooked at Tucker. Her face was puckered with doubt.“It's okay,” he
assured her. “This man won't make a m s-take. He won't hurt you.”Reluctantly,
warily, she preceded Edgar Bates into the warehouse. The jugger turned as he
was about to follow her through the gray door, and he said, “Hey, | left ny
satchel back up there at the bank. It's got the wire init. Wiat do | use to
tie her up?”’“There ought to be sone wire on the workshop shelves,” Tucker
said. “Look around in there.”“Ch,” Bates said distractedly, as if he were half
in atrance. “Yeah. Sure. | should have realized . . .” He went into the

war ehouse after the woman.“He isn't going to be nuch good if the situation
gets any worse than it is now,” Meyers said, |ooking after the ol der nman.*“
have stronger doubts about you,” Tucker said pointedly, staring at the big
man. Meyers's face reddened. His blue eyes couldn't hold Tucker's darker ones.
“Look, | admit | fouled up. |I should have known as rmuch about Keski's office
as | knew about the rest of the mall. | should have known about that al arm
pedal , and—=“Save it for later,” Tucker said shortly. “I've got to call the
cops before they do anything stupid.” He | ooked past Meyers, out at the two
squad cars, the revolving red dome lights, and the very cautious novenents of
the four police-men hovering around the cars. “You keep a close watch on them
But don't start any shooting.”“COf course not.”“l nean it.”“You can count on
me,” Meyers said. Tucker smiled ruefully. Sure | can, he thought. Ch, | can
really trust old Frank Meyers. He wi shed he didn't have to turn his back on
the big man in order to walk up to the mall |ounge.He cl osed the

t el ephone-booth door, shutting out the worst of the fountain's roar. Though he
was rewarded with relative quiet, he now had to endure the clinging odor of a
strong perfunme that perneated the booth, an alnpst tangible spirit shed by the
| ast custoner. Winkling his nose and trying to breathe shallowy, he put a
dime in the box and dialed the operator.“Cperator,” she said, as if he m ght
not have remenbered whom he was calling.“l'mat the Cceanview Pl aza shoppi ng
mal | ,” Tucker said. “I need to contact the police. Do you know whi ch station
covers this area? Wuld you dial themfor ne, please? It's an energency.”"You
want Directory Assistance, sir,” she said, sounding as if she had quite

accidentally plugged one of her wires into her nostril."“Forget Directory

Assi stance,” he said.“Sir, | cannot hel p—=“l told you this was an energency,”
Tucker said. “There is a robbery in progress here. Get ne the police now ”She
hesitated. “Just a nmonent, sir.”“l don't have a nonent.” Several seconds

passed. Relays clicked in his ear. He could hear a distant conversation

bet ween two ol d wonen on another crossing line. Relays clicked again. A phone
rang at the other end.“Police,” a gruff nmale voice said.“To whom am |

speaki ng?”“Sergeant Brice,” the cop said, not pleased that any caller should
want to know. People reporting crimes usually didn't want to know the
deskman's nane. It was the crackpots who liked that touch of



fam liarity. Tucker took a deep breath. “Listen carefully to what I'mgoing to

tell you, Sergeant. | won't go over it again. There is a robbery in progress
at the Cceanview Pl aza shopping mall. You' ve already got several patrol cars
out here.” He paused. Then: “1'mone of the thieves who's involved in this
thing. 1-2“What is this?” Brice demanded.“Are you listening to ne?”“Wat do
you mean you're one of the thieves?”“l'mcalling you froma public tel ephone
inthe mall's |ounge,” Tucker said.“ln the mall ?”“That's it. You've got it,”
Tucker said sarcastically. “lI want you to pass on sone information to whoever
is heading up the police detail out here.”“Wait a minute,” Brice
interrupted.“l"mnot going to wait at all,” Tucker said. “I'mgoing to say

this quickly, and then I'mgoing to hang up. If you don't act on it properly,
a lot of people are going to die unneces-sarily.”“You're inside the mall,”
Brice said. “You're a thief.” He was talking mainly to hinself,

wonderi ngly. Tucker said, “There are only six ways to get into this mall. W' ve
got every one of themsealed up tight. W have a fortress here. Your people
can't force their way in unless they're prepared to die in the
process.”“You're in real trouble,” Brice said threateningly. He was being
theatrical now, just as Chet had been. But at |east he had caught on and
understood that this was no hoax."Furthernore,” Tucker said, “we have

host ages. W are hol ding two ni ght watchnen. W' ve also got M. Rudol ph Keski
who apparently owns a piece of this joint. M. Keski has asked me to tell you
that he hopes you'll deal nost diplomatically with this situation.” He knew it
woul d be a nmistake to tell Brice that Keski was dead. If the police knew that
mur der had al ready been done, they woul dn't give the hostages very hi gh odds.
They might even try to break in and rescue them Therefore, Tucker tried to
sound |i ke a desper-ate man—but not |ike a man w thout anything to | ose. “W
have Keski's bodyguard and his very lovely secretary, Evelyn Ledderson. Four
men and one woman, Sergeant Brice. If anyone tries to cone in here after us,
we'll kill all five of them”"You're nuts,” Brice said. “You'll never—ZTucker
tal ked right over him “W're armed with sub-machi ne guns, and we can do a
great deal of damage if we want to. There are seven of us.” The exaggeration
could not hurt. It mght make the police think twice before they tried

anyt hing too daring. A band of three thieves was just a few punks—wahile seven
of themwas a small arny to be re-spected.“You' re going to be sorry you got

m xed up in this dammed thing,” Brice said sternly, like a father adnoni shing
a child. “The best thing for you to do is walk out of there right now before
t he charges agai nst you get a whole |ot worse. Gve yourselves up.” He seened
to realize the usel essness of continuing along those lines. “Wat do you want
fromus?’"“Ri ght now,” Tucker said, “I'monly asking that your people stay out,
| eave us alone.”“For how long?”“As long as | say.”“You'll want safe passage
out of there in return for those people you' re holding.”“Not just yet. But
that's an option that | want to keep open. For the next couple of hours,

t hough, let's consider this a stalemate.”"You can't last forever.”“Long
enough.”“What in the hell did you want in there? Wiy get into something as
crazy as this?"“W wanted the bank, for one thing,” Tucker said. “Maybe we'll
still get it.”“Wait,” Brice said, sensing that Tucker was about to hang up on
him “Wat's the nunber of that phone you're using?”“Wy?"“We mght want to
get in touch with you again. Sone-thing mght come up.”In a crisis, Tucker
decided, it would be a good idea to have a line open to the other side. He
gave Brice the nunber and hung up before the sergeant could say anything
nor e. When he stepped out of the booth, he heard nore sirens approachi ng over
the noi se of the fountain.



VWil e Bates stood guard in the east corridor, Tucker led Frank Meyers into
t he war ehouse, past the three hostages, back anmong the cartons and crates
where they could hold a private conversati on. Random pat ches of bri ght
fluorescent light alternated with pools of deep blue shadows. The air was
stale and moist here.“l don't see why you need to know everything,” Myers
sai d when Tucker stopped and | eaned agai nst a ten-foot-high partition of solid
cardboard boxes.“l want to understand exactly what you' ve dragged ne into,”
Tucker said.“l haven't dragged you into anything.”“Mirder.”“l killed him”
Meyers said, trying to dismss Tucker's apprehension with a rapid
back-and-forth novenent of his burly head. “You can't be had on that rap.”"l
can be nailed as an accessory.”Meyers did not have an answer for that
one. “Now, who was this Rudol ph Keski ?”“Look, Tucker-"“Wo was he?” Meyers was
much | arger and stronger than Tucker, but Tucker was not the |least bit afraid
of him He was so accus-toned to dealing with his father and his father's
henchnen that he could never be frightened of a man who had nothing nore than
a sinple physical advantage. Tucker's father had al ways been capabl e of
hurting himenotionally and finan-cially as well as physically. Conpared to
the old man and the old man's hi gh-powered | awers, bankers, and bought
politi-cians, Frank Meyers was no real threat at all. He was m nor |eague in
the extrene. He m ght be dangerous, violent, and cunning, but he could be
handl ed easily enough. Meyers stared at the floor, reluctantly cowed by the
strength in Tucker's voice. He made a circle on the concrete with the point of
his right shoe, looking pretty much like a sullen child. “Keski was a runner
in the New York City rackets about twenty-five years ago,” he said, stil
staring at the floor, unable to face Tucker. “Then he came West and set up
something for himself. Started with a bar out here in Santa Mnica. There was
ganbling in the back room Then he noved into prostitution, set up a stable of
girls. Fromthere he went to dope-peddling—grass, hash, pills, even heroin. He
wasn't above bank jobs, a payroll hijacking now and then, protection rackets .
."“How d you get to know hin?"“We were friends in New York. Wen he started
setting up bank jobs out here, he asked nme to cone in with him W did four
j obs together over the years.”“And the last tinme you worked with himwas two
and a half years ago,” Tucker said.Meyers frowned. “How d you know

that?"“Felton told ne.”“He had no business—=“l had ny doubts about you,”
Tucker said. “I wanted a lot of answers fromditus. If he hadn't given ne a
few of them | never would have thrown in with you.” W ping his sweat-gl azed

face with a dirty handkerchi ef, Meyers said, “The last tine Keski used ne, it
wasn't a rob-bery. It was murder.” Tucker waited. He knew that the big nman was
going to tell all of it now, but at his own speed. There was no way to hurry
hi m al ong. “For nost of the last twenty-five years,” Meyers said, “Keski had a
partner, a man nanmed Teevers. They split everything down the m ddle, and they
took equal risks. They weren't close, but they didn't hate each other either
About four years ago Keski decided that it was tinme to put their noney into
straight, |egal businesses. He wanted to drop the nore dangerous stuff Iike
drug-deal ing, ganbling, and the protection rackets. Teever was ol d-fashi oned.
He couldn't see it at all. He was dumb enough to think there was nore noney in
crime than in legit business.””“And Keski figured the best way to handl e the

di sagree-nent was to have Teevers killed.”"“Yeah,” Meyers said. “Keski called
me. Just the two of us were involved. We planned it, set it up. It looked like
an accident, even to the police and insurance people. It was perfect.”"“Kesk
and you were the only ones who knew the truth,” Tucker said.
“Beautiful.”"Yeah.”“You really didn't see what was com ng next?” Tucker asked,
i ncredul ous. Meyers | ooked up sheepishly. “I honestly didn't.”“Keski tried to
kill you.”"Al nbst succeeded.” Meyers tried a lopsided grin. It didn't
wor k. “But how?” Tucker asked. “You' re so much bigger than he was.”“He paid ne
hal f in advance,” Meyers said, “and was supposed to give me the rest after the
job was done. He nmet ne in my hotel roomhere in L.A to give me the rest of
the money . . . Look, I'd worked with himbefore. He'd al ways been square wth
me. | turned ny back on him never think-ing he might . . . He came in behind
me like a cat ... Reached around and slit ny throat . . .” Meyers's whispery



voi ce grew shal l ower, haunted. “Wen sonmeone cuts you like that, you're too
busy trying to hold the edges of the tear together to protect yourself from
anything else. When I fell, he stonped once on ny neck. Nearly crushed ny

wi ndpi pe. Then he wal ked out and left ne for dead.”"That was a m stake.”"You
know it. He hadn't hit ny jugular. He'd done badly enough otherw se. But he

m ssed the jugular.” He grinned, an expression that worked this tine.“Still,
you must have bl ed. You nust have—="l was saved by ny weakness,” Meyers

sai d. “Weakness?”“l had a woman with ne,” Meyers said. “l stashed her in the
bat hr oom when Keski knocked on the door. | didn't want her to be a witness to
t he payoff. The nmonment Keski |eft, she cane out and saw what he'd done to ne,
and she called down to the desk for an ambulance. | still mght have died. But
it turned out that three floors bel ow an anbul ance team was picking up an old
man who'd had a fatal stroke in another room They rushed upstairs for me. The

old man died, but | pulled through.”“And ever since you' ve wanted Keski.”"You
know it,” Meyers said, petting his Skorpion with one hand as if it were alive.
“A year after it happened, | cane back out here and rented an apartnent. Then
| started hunt-ing Keski. | found out that he'd gone straight, just like he'd
wanted to do. He'd bought the majority stock in this mall, owned notels and

restaurants up and down the coast, a dozen other things. | followed himto his

office here in the mall every day for two nonths, |[ooking for an opening. But
he was packi ng two bodyguards then.”“He never saw you?” Tucker asked.“lf he
did, he wouldn't have recognized nme,” Meyers said. “l used to be nore of a
dresser. And | didn't have a crew cut. | even had a nustache. But that got
shaved off in the hospi-tal, and | never felt like growing it back.”“So while
you foll owed Keski around, you learned the |ayout of the mall.”“l started to
see what a beautiful job it was,” Meyers said, nodding his bristled head. “I
figured I could combine the job with getting Keski. | knew the bastard woul d
be surprised when I wal ked into his office an hour after closing tine and
pointed a gun at him Then, ripping off his mall after I'd fingered himseened

like a real nice touch.”“lIt was Keski who stayed |ate every Wednesday,” Tucker
said, “not the bank manager.”“Sure.”“You lied.”“l didn't have a choice.”“That
doesn't mmke any difference,” Tucker said. “You lied to Felton. You lied to
me. If you get out of this, you' re finished in the business.””l had to lie to
make it sound sweet enough to get you into it,” Meyers said earnestly. He saw
t he anger in Tucker's eyes, a subdued but steady flane. “I was a man on the
ropes, Tucker. | could still get up for a job, but between jobs | was a ness.

| just sat in that apartnent in New York letting nmyself go to hell thinking
about it. | had to get Keski before the whole thing ate me up.” He cleared his

throat and | ooked nervously at the smaller man. “You understand that, don't
you?”“No.”“He nearly killed me. He—2“He was your problem” Tucker said. “Not

m ne or Edgar's.”“Hey, |ook,” Meyers said. “Wiether or not the manager is
here, that bank can be knocked over.”"“Could have been,” Tucker said, stressing
each word. “But you overl ooked that al arm pedal beneath Ledderson's desk .
."“Christ, what a nmess!” Meyers said, as if he had, for nost of their
conversation, forgotten that they were in a bind, that carloads of police now
surrounded Cceanvi ew Pl aza. Gaining his revenge, killing Rudol ph Keski, Frank
Meyers had not regained his old common sense and self-control. Hs wit and his
nerves woul d never be what they had been before Keski had slit his throat. He

was still a ruined nan, operating on the renenbrance of courage. “We should
have shot our way out while we had the chance.”“It's too late for that now”
Tucker said.“l know. If you' d let me—=“And | think | may have come up with

somet hing better,” Tucker said, stepping away fromthe wall of boxes,
straighten-ing his coat with a quick shrug of his shoul ders. “You see what's
right there beside you?”Meyers turned right and |l eft, perplexed.“On the
floor,” Tucker said.Meyers | ooked down, saw it, was still perplexed. “It's a
drain, that's all.”Tucker knelt beside a drainage grill that had a di aneter
hal f again as |large as that of the standard manhol e. “Qutside, behind the
mal |, there are sone pretty steep hills, nothing on them Wen it rains, a
great deal of water nust collect on the parking lot. They' Il have a system of
stormdrains to cope with it.”“So what?” Meyers knelt down too.“A stormdrain



is usually pretty large,” Tucker said thoughtfully. He stared into the tunne
bel ow, through the holes in the heavy grilled cover. Beyond the netal grid
there was only darkness, deep and velvety and bl ack as a starless sky. “It's
designed to convey huge vol unes of water for short periods of time. It ought
to be big enough for us to craw through.”Meyers dug a finger in his ear as if
he thought he had not heard Tucker properly. “Are you serious?”“lt m ght
work.”“Go out through a sewer?”“lt isn't a sewer,” Tucker said inpatiently.
“I't only carries fresh rain water. Right now it ought to be dry—er nearly
so.”“But if we went down there,” Meyers said, “where would we cone out?”
Clearly, he did not relish the idea of using the stormdrains for a getaway. "l
don't know,” Tucker admitted. “But I'msure as hell going to find out.” He put
his gun aside. “Here. Help nme get this grill out of the way.” He got to his
feet and | aced his fingers through the steel grid.Unhappily, Meyers put his
own Skorpi on beside Tucker's, stood up, bent over, and grabbed the other side

of the grill.Between themthey lifted it out of its hole, walked it across the
floor, and set it down a few feet away. Tucker went back and knelt by the hole
again. “l still can't see anything. Go over to the workbenches and get one of

the flashlights.”Meyers picked up his Skorpion, holding it in both hands for a
nmonent. “Anything el se?”“Maybe you should | ook out in the hall and see if
every-thing's okay with Edgar.”“Should |I tell him about this?” Meyers asked,
gesturing toward the hole in the floor. Tucker raised his head. “Yeah. Maybe
that wouldn't be a bad idea. Even if it |eads nowhere, it mght cheer himup
for a few minutes. He's probably feeling low right now.”“So am|,” Meyers
said.“Sure,” Tucker said. “We all are.”



Tucker sat on the edge of the drain opening, then junped down into the

dar kness, landing feet first on the corrugated steel floor. He switched on the
flashlight that Meyers had brought him and he discovered that the pipe was

| arger than he had expected it would, be, nearly high enough to allow himto
stand upright, w de enough so that neither shoul der touched it."“Wat do you

t hi nk?” Frank Meyers asked. He was kneel -ing on the warehouse fl oor overhead,
peering down through the circular entrance to the drain."“Maybe we're on to
somet hing,” Tucker said.He directed the wi de yell ow beam of the flashlight
over the walls. The tunnel was dirty, a bit rusted, and spotted with

| um nescent gray-green noss. Spiderwebs filled the shal-low troughs between a
few of the ripples in the steel. Centipedes clung to the netal ribs, |ong
eyestal ks flicking nervously up and down; and when the |ight touched them
they fled into the shadows. Though the walls were generally dry, the floor of
the tube was puddled with filthy water. He was standing in an inch or two of
dar k, brackish sludge that gleaned like oil in the anmber light.“Want ne to
cone down?” Meyers asked.“Not just yet.”“l'Il wait here for you.”“Do

that.” Tucker held the flashlight out in front of himself, |ooked first south
and then north. In both directions the tunnel bored away into unrelieved

dar kness, an artery in the earth. Tucker remenbered that to the south there
was no parking lot, and there the well-nmaintained mall property gave way to
abrupt and ragged hills, rock formations, sun-bleached scrub, w dely scattered
pal mtrees, and ugly erosion gullies |ike dozens of dry stream beds. There the
land fell sharply away to the main road and then down to the sea. If the storm
drains enmptied anywhere, they would pour forth into that chaotic junble of

usel ess land. He turned south and started wal ki ng, stooping just enough to keep
fromstriking his head on the ceiling. His footsteps rang on the netal floor
echoed in front and behind him Wen he had to splash through a puddle, the
noi se was anmplified until it sounded |ike the incessant roar of the giant
fountain out in the mall's public |Iounge. The air was stale but not unpl easant,
like that in a closet full of old clothes. And if it led to the fresher air of
freedom then it was quite easily endured. Ahead the tunnel angled to the

| eft. When Tucker turned the corner, the tainted air was freshened by a coo

ni ght breeze, and he knew that he was suddenly close to the end of the

drai nage systemis main run. He switched off the flashlight at once, stood dead
still until his eyes could adjust to the intense darkness. G adually he was
able to discern an area of |esser darkness perhaps fifty or sixty feet ahead,
an ethereal, shimering circle of extrenely dimgray |ight that contrasted
with the pitch-black tunnel walls, caught the eye and held it like a far-off
beacon. Cauti ously he went forward again, nmaking as little noise as possible.

At the nmouth of the drain, which opened at the brink of an erosion gully six
feet above the ground, he stopped and hunkered down. He tried to press agai nst
one wall and make a smaller target of hinself, though he was painfully aware
of how bullets would ricochet off the rippled steel all around him . . .He
stared out at the shadow cl oaked hills, down the rugged slope toward the

i nrushing night sea. Only two things noved out there: a thick cloud covering
that drifted east-ward fromthe ocean and a steady stream of autonobiles on
the main hi ghway a hundred yards bel ow. Then, arising suddenly, there were

voi ces. Tucker stiffened. A hundred feet downsl ope two flashlight beans appeared
at the edge of the gully. Tucker checked to be certain that the Skorpion was
fully | oaded. It was, of course.Behind the flashlights three cops cane into
sight. They stood on the bank of the narrowy eroded channel | ooking upsl ope
toward the mouth of the drain where Tucker shel-tered. Apparently they could
not penetrate the darkness in the tunnel well enough to see him for they made
no effort to protect thenselves or to conceal their nmovenents. |Instead they

cl ambered noisily down the side of the gully, slipping and stunbling into the
dry stream bed where they took up positions behind a series of weathered

boul ders not seventy feet fromthe drain pipe. At alnost the same instant, the
two flashlights w nked out.The night fell back in Iike a collapsing
roof.Carefully, quietly unfolding the wire stock of the Skorpion, Tucker
locked it into place in its extended form Now he could use the pistol as a



submachi ne gun if the cops came up the gully and tried to gain entrance to the
mal | through the drain tunnel. He ardently hoped they woul d stay where they
were right now Their voices still carried through the night on the gentle sea
breeze, but Tucker could not quite make out what they were saying. Severa

m nut es passed as their conversation grew | ess boisterous and finally settled
down to a constant rmurrmur well beyond his understandi ng. Cars continued to
streak by on the highway.In endl ess masses the gray-black clouds, like giant
ships, cane in fromthe sea. Wthout wanting to, Tucker thought about Elise. He
con-jured up a vivid nmental image of her face and sl eek body, thought of the
way she wal ked and tal ked, the many ways they joked together and nade | ove and
shared their lives . . . He felt weak in his guts, cold and tired and terribly
| onely. Losing Elise, he would be |osing nearly everything that nattered nopst
to him a truth he had not often admitted to hinself. For all his coo

sophi stication, for all their talk about wanting to be able to go their
separate ways, they needed each other. And he needed her nore, perhaps, than
she needed him When he contenplated the | oss of her, the taste of that
enptiness to cone could al nbost paralyze him . . .VWich was no good at all. He
was not yet beaten, not if he got up and noved and tried. In fourteen other
jobs he had made a nane for hinmself, had proved the worth of the “Tucker”
pseudonym He was nore proud of his false iden-tity than of his real one. This
was no time to throw all that away and let his life fall apart. He woul d get
out of this somehow On the highway bel ow a synphony of horns sounded and
brakes squealed; the traffic fl ow went on. After Tucker had watched the

boul ders and had lis-tened to the three cops for alnost five mnutes, he was
fairly sure they did not intend to come any farther. They were merely covering
the drain to prevent anyone from escaping through it. Tucker smiled grimy
Whoever was in charge of this police operation was a shrewd and dangerous man,
someone who t hought of the unlikely and prepared for even the inprobabl e. But

it doesn't matter, Tucker thought, by way of an internal pep talk. Whoever the
bastard is, he can be beaten. Everyone can be beaten, no matter how tough or
smart he is. “Except nme,” he said softly, as an afterthought. He | aughed
quietly at himself, and that made himfeel rmuch better than the pep tal k had
done. He got up and turned, stretched as best he could to get the kinks out of
his |l egs and back. Then he wal ked north, the way he had cone, not daring to
switch on his flashlight until he was a good twenty steps past the bend in the
pi pe and back in the stale air of the mmin drainage |ine.Frank Meyers was
waiting for himat the hole in the ware-house floor, his harsh face peering
anxi ously down into the lightless pipe. “I was getting worried.”“No need,”
Tucker said, handing up the flashlight and then his Skorpion.“Does it |ead
out ?” Meyers asked.“Help ne up,” Tucker said.The big man put out a hand. Tucker
grabbed it, struggled up, pulled hinself over the edge of the hole, and

fl opped on the cenent floor.“Does it |ead out?” Meyers asked again.“Yeah.”“We
can use it then?”“No,” Tucker said, catching his breath. “They thought of it,
too. They put three nmen on it.”Meyers's face twisted into a hi deous nask of
anger, hatred, and frustration. “Shit!”“M/ sentinments exactly.”“Now, what can
we do to—=Meyers was interrupted by Edgar Bates. The old jugger stepped

t hrough the door fromthe east hall where he was standing guard, and he
shout ed across the warehouse for Tucker. “One of the tel ephones is ringing out
in the | ounge!”“The cops?” Meyers asked. Tucker nodded and got to his feet.
“It'1l be for me.”



Li eut enant Norman Kl uger, the officer who, thirty m nutes ago, had been put
in charge of the police response to the crisis at Cceanvi ew Pl aza shoppi ng
mal |, was pleased to be given full responsibility for the problem He knew
that his imedi ate superior on the night shift had passed the buck on this
one, had tried to step out fromunder a job that was potentially both
politically and physically dangerous. Cer-tainly, people were likely to be
killed before the night was out, cops and robbers together. And perhaps

t housands of dollars of property damage would result in and around the classy
mal | building. In the nmorning there mght well be a great deal of bad press
for the police and the way they handl ed those hoodl uns in there. But Kl uger
did not care to think about any of that. He had cone a | ong way on the force
in arelatively short tinme, gaining pronotions precisely because he was
willing to take chances and to junp into the middle of the ugliest situations.
He had his eye set on the departnent head's chair, and he nmeant to be sitting
there by the time he was forty, thereby beconing the youngest chief in the
history of the force. And, he was confident, one of the best in its history,

t 0o. Kl uger stood in a tel ephone booth on the raised platformof the mall's

aut omat ed drive-up post office in the northeast corner of the parking lot. The
phone box was at his left shoulder. On his right, beyond the booth, lay the

| arge square housing for the stanp di spensers, scales, and mail - boxes.

Strai ght ahead, visible through the clear Plexiglas wall, was COceanvi ew Pl aza
and many of the twenty patrol men for whom Kl uger was now responsi ble. He

wat ched his men, and he listened to the tel ephone ringing and ringing and
ringing on the other end of the line. . . .Thirty-five years old and | ooking
even a couple of years younger than that, Norman Kl uger nonet hel ess had an
unde-ni able air of authority about him He was six-feet-three, trimand

muscul ar, with long arms and hands fit for a basketball star. H s face was
square and unlined, but hard and cold as ice. He had a Ronald Reagan jaw, and
he knew it. He thrust it out as consciously and effectively as Reagan al ways
did. H's eyes were dark and quick, deeply shelved under a broad forehead that
bore the only winkles in his face. Fortunately, his red-brown hair had

al ready begun to turn gray at the tenples; and it was this touch nore than his
size or his clenched jaw that nade himl ook old enough and experi-enced enough
for command. I n the mall the phone stopped ringing. A quiet, steady voice said,
“Hel l 0?”“My name is Kluger,” the lieutenant said. “I'min charge of the police
out here.”“So?"“So,” Kluger said, trying to conceal his irritation, “I want to
know what you're going to do next.”“That depends on you,” the stranger
said.“Ch?"“Yes. It depends on whether or not you act intelligently. If you

pul | any crazy heroics on us, try to force the issue—well, that wouldn't be at
all intelligent.”The lieutenant frowned. Hi s heavy rust-col ored eyebrows cane
toget her, form ng one dark bar across the base of his brow He had expected to
hear a well-struck note of despera-tion in the man's voice. After all, this

stranger and his hoodlumfriends were trapped in there |ike snakes in a bag.
But this one sounded unfrightened, al nost serene. “Sergeant Brice tells ne you
have hostages.”“Five of them” the man said.“Then you're going to want to use

them”*1 doubt it.”“As long as you have them we'll have to let you go,”
Kl uger said. “W won't have a choice. W don't want any innocent parties
killed or hurt.”“Bullshit,” the man on the phone said. “If we tried to use

themas a shield, and if you thought you saw an opening, there would be gun
play. You' d count on marksmanship and luck to miss the hostages. And if you
killed any of them you'd do your best to pin their deaths on us. W wouldn't
be alive to argue.”That had been approxi mately what had been goi ng through
Kluger's mind for the last twenty mnutes. He was unsettled by the stranger's
perspicacity.“All we want fromyou at the nonment,” the man inside the mall

said, “is the same thing that | told Brice earlier: W want you to stay out of
here. Back off and stay backed off. Don't try to cone in after us.”"Oh?”
Kl uger said. “What are you going to do? How long will you last? Are you going

to homestead in there?”The stranger |aughed. He had a snooth, nellow | augh
i ke an actor. Kluger distrusted people who | aughed too easily or too well.
“At least,” the man said, “it's nice to be dealing with a cop who has a sense



of humor.”Kluger scow ed at his reflection in the Plexiglas before him *“I
wasn't being funny, mister,” he said sharply, the “nmster” delivered in a nost
mlitary fashion. “l asked you a serious question. How in the hell long do you
jerks think you can hide in that place?”The man was silent for a nonent,

readj usting himself to Kluger's nood. “W'll stay here until we can get safely
away. Maybe a few hours—er maybe a few days.”"“Days?” Kluger didn't think he
could have heard himright.“That's what | said.”“You' re crazy.” The stranger
said nothing.“You're in a hopeless situation.”“Are we?”“You knowit,” the
lieutenant said.“l don't know it,” the stranger said. “Currently, it |ooks as
if we can't get out of here w thout running headl ong into you people.”"You got
it.”“But,” the stranger continued, “by the sane token, you can't cone inside
wi t hout running headl ong into us. W. may be under siege, but we al so happen
to be in a fortress. Fortresses are built to withstand sieges. You' d die |ike
flies trying to get through those doors, Kluger. And by the way, you better
not send those three nen in by the stormdrain. They'd just get their heads

bl own of f before they could reach the warehouse.” Kl uger felt a line of
perspiration break out on his forehead. The conversati on was not going
anything like he had thought it would, was taking quirky turns that left him
baffl ed. “How did you know about then?”“W have a couple of our own nmen down
in the drains,” the stranger said. “They saw your fellows enter the gully a
coupl e of minutes before you called.”Kl uger wanted to strike the booth wall
with his fist, but he restrained hinself. “One thing | don't believe,” he
sai d, changi ng the subject as best as he could. “There aren't seven of you in
there, like you said. No way.”“That so?”“Wth all the lights on, we can | ook

t hrough the doors with binoculars and see pretty nuch what you're up to. W' ve
only seen three of you. Three, not seven.”“And the two in the drain,
renenber.”“Maybe there aren't two in the drain,” Kl uger said angrily, his face
flushed with bl ood. “Maybe there aren't,” the stranger agreed, again confusing
and frustrating the lieutenant. “Just don't test us.”For a nonent there was
silence fromboth ends of the line. Then Kl uger said, “lI have an offer to
make.”“Make it, then.”The |ieutenant spoke evenly, slowy but tensely,
straining his Ronald Reagan jaw to the breaking point. “I'Il send in tw of ny
men, two unarned police officers. You'll send the innocent bystanders out and
keep ny officers as hostages.”“No chance.”“W aren't going to shoot at our own
men!” Kluger in-sisted inpatiently. Wiy wouldn't this stranger listen to
reason? Why woul dn't he fall for anything? What nade hi mso goddamed

different fromthe hundreds of other hood-luns Kl uger had handl ed so well in
the past? “Two patrol -nen woul d make a better shield than those five you have
now, for God's sake.”"1've already said no. Anything el se you want ?” Sweat was

now streamnm ng down Kluger's tenmples. The cords in his neck stood out |ike
ropes. “Watever you have in mnd, it won't work. You' re not up against a
bunch of fools. | spent four years in Southeast Asia. Volunteered for it.
You're dealing with a veteran, nmister.”“So are you,” the stranger said. Then
he | aughed and said, “Listen, what's your number there?”“Way?"“Well . . . |
m ght want to ring you up and surrender,” the stranger said. Kl uger did not
answer at once, for he had to cal mhinself before he was able to speak. “You
haven't got a chance now, smartass,” he said at |ast.The stranger |aughed
again. “Ch, come on, Lieutenant. G ve nme your nunber, anyway.”Kluger read it
off to him "“It's a booth out here in the parking lot. 1'll put a man beside
it sol'll be sure to know when you call. If you have any brains at all-—=2The
stranger cut himoff.The |ine buzzed in his ear.Kl uger turned and slamred the
recei ver down hard, and the sound cracked |like a gunshot in the tiny

encl osure. As he turned again and pushed through the folding door, a nobs-quito
bit himon the back of the neck. Cursing, he slapped at it, caught it on his
pal m and brought it around to have a | ook at it. The nmpbsquito was
extraordinarily big, red with the lieutenant's bl ood which it had been
drinking. Although it was already dead, he worked it fiercely between his
hands-until there was nothing but a brown snmear left of it.ln Qceanview

Pl aza's main | ounge M chael Tucker pushed open his booth door and stepped out
of the stench of French perfume. He went over to the fountain and di pped one



hand into the pool, splashed his face with cool water. It felt good. It ran
down his neck and soaked his shirt, and that felt good too. The water flushed
away the clinging perfune and the bad odor that he inagi ned he had picked up
fromtal king to Kluger.Refreshed, he started across the |ounge again, toward
the entrance to the east corridor, and was brought up short by a sudden

i ncredi bl e i dea. Somewhat nunbed by the daring of the plan that had just
occurred to him he wal ked unhur-riedly back to the fountain and sat down on
the fake | avaformrocks at the edge of the pool. For sonme |ong minutes he
stared into the falling water, thinking furiously. Wen he got up, he was
grinning like a fool, though he knew he was nost certainly not one. It just
mght work . . .Meyers and Bates were waiting for himby the gate at the end
of the east corridor.“What was the call about?” Meyers asked. Bates said
not hi ng. He was pal e and even shaki er than he had been earlier.“Wait here a
m nute,” Tucker said. He stepped into the warehouse, snmiled at Chet, Artie,
and Evel yn Ledderson. “What's going on out there?” Chet demanded.“W' re about
to rob the bank,” Tucker said. “Then we'll make our escape.”"“Not damed
likely,” Chet said.Artie said nothing, but the woman di sagreed with Chet. She
| ooked at Tucker and said, “He'll do it. He'll get away.” Tucker w nked at
her. Al t hough she nmet his gaze frankly and studied himwith icy interest, she
made no response. He searched for and found the panel of sw tches that
controlled the mall lights. He was able to deci pher the abbreviations beneath
the toggles in fairly short order, and he doused two of the three overhead
fluorescent strips in each of the mall's four main corridors. \Wen he went
back out and pulled the warehouse door shut behind him he told Meyers and
Bates why they were going to have to make do with minimal illunination. “This
Kluger is too dammed clever. And if he's able to keep watch on us, he'll soon
decide there are only three of us. Wien he's sure of that, he might try to
force his way through one of the entrances.”“But we have hostages!” Bates
said.“Kluger is the hard-nosed type,” Tucker said, remenber-ing the hunorless
man to whom he had spoken, the |low voice like flint striking sparks on flint.
“He doesn't give a damm who stands in his way.”“Surely he wouldn't kil

host ages,” Bates said. “And one of thema worman!”"“He'd try not to,” Tucker
said. “And if he accidentally did kill them he'd still come out of it with
anot her pronotion. He's that type.”“If he comes in here, he loses a |ot of
men,” Meyers said, brandishing his Skorpion.“If he cones in here,” Tucker
corrected, “it won't matter. Because, ny friends, we won't be here.”Bates and
Meyers stared at hi munconprehendingly, like a couple of straightnmen who had
been set up for the punch line. Then the jugger blinked and cleared his throat
and said, “You' ve cone up with sonething, haven't you?” He was still pale and

shaky, but now he was smling."“You found a way out?” Meyers asked.“A way out,”
Tucker said, not without some theatricality. “But not exactly a way
out.”Meyers and Bates gl anced at each other.“Yes,” Tucker said, “that's the
best way to describe it—just like aline fromAlice in Wnderland. It's a way
out, to be sure—but not exactly a way out.”“What is this?” Meyers asked.
“Riddle time?” He half believed that Tucker was on to something, but he al so
hal f believed that Tucker was out of his mind.“Best of all,” Tucker said, “we
can go ahead and knock over the bank and the jewelry store.”“W can?” Edgar
asked.In the darker hall the red lights fromthe police cars that were parked
out si de shone brighter than they had when all three of the fluorescent strips
had been turned on, and they gave everything an eerie, bloody hue. . . .“W
can take the nmoney and the stones,” Tucker said.“You' re serious,” Myers said,
nmovi ng up close to Tucker and staring into his eyes.“Sure.”Meyers grinned
hesitantly, then nore surely, then as broadly as he could. “You sonofabitch
you really nean it!” Meyers | aughed and sl apped hi mon the shoul der. Bat es

| aughed, too, but nore nervously. “Tell us about it, for God's sake.”Tucker
told them



The door of the Countryside Savings and Loan Conpany's main vault measured

ei ght-feet-four by six-feet-two and was, -in Edgar Bates's professiona
judgrment, at |east nine but no nore than twelve inches thick. It was
constructed of fromtwenty-eight to fifty-four layers of highly shock- and
heat -resi stant steel alloy, set as flush with the wall as could be done, and
it had bevel ed seans that were half an inch deep and an inch wi de where it was
joined to its steel frane. On the top, bottom and right-hand side these seans
had been filled tightly with a contiguous charge of gelignite, a grayish

pl astic explosive that resenbl ed carpenter's putty, although it was a good
deal nore rubbery and nore cohesive than putty. On the right-hand side, where
the door and the franme joined, there were three massive hinges as large as

aut o- mobi | e shock absorbers, each twelve inches | ong and four inches in

di ameter. These were protected from assault by heavy blue steel casings that
had been shaped to the hinge cylinders and then riveted shut when the door was
hung in place. Edgar Bates had carefully nol ded six ounces of gelig-nite to
each of these hinge casings.“One of the finest vaults made,” Edgar said as he
wor ked. He was flushed and happy. “Pekins and Boul der Conpany of Ashl and,

Onhio. They're always a chall enge.” Tucker was kneeling on the floor on the
other side of Bates's open satchel, in front of the vault door. “Has one of
their safes ever stunped you?” he asked the ol der man. Bates was disgruntled by
t he question, and he nmade no effort to conceal his irritation. “Hell, no. O
course not. You know how good | am ”Tucker smiled. “Sorry | asked.”“l"'ve
knocked down and split open maybe thirty of themover the years. Not a bit of
trouble any tine. They're always a lot of fun, though.”The safe's hatchlike
openi ng handl e, a wheel with a two-foot dianmeter, the design for which had
been borrowed straight fromthe watertight doors in submarines, was al so
packed with gelignite at every jointure. It was nost |likely affixed too
snoothly and too seanml essly to the main body of the door to be easily blown

| oose. However, there was no harmin trying. Bates had chisel ed away the nanua
conbi nati on di al above the wheel, had renoved the guardian plate that was

sol dered beneath it, and had squeezed several ounces of gelignite into the
vault door's primary nechanisnms. This |unp of expl osives had been tied to that
around the wheel and to that which was nolded in the door's seans by a thick
gray thread of itself.Consulting his wistwatch, Tucker said, “It's five

m nutes of one. You about finished?”“Done,” Bates said, getting to his feet
and qui ckly massag-ing his tension-knotted thighs. Again, he night have been a
Russi an peasant working out the kinks in his nmuscles after a long day in the
fields. “Except for the detonator.” Tucker runmaged in the satchel, canme up
with a blasting cap about half as large as a breakfast muffin. He passed this
on to Bates, closed the jugger's neatly packed bl ack bag, hefted it, and stood
up. After he had exami ned the cap's battery and timer to be sure they were
operabl e, Bates set the device for a two-mnute fuse. The nonent he had
plugged its two base prongs into the gelignite on one of the hinge casings, he
said, “Let's get out of here.”They hurried around the desks behind the
tellers' cages and went through a half gate into the bank's |obby. Qut in the
south corridor they ran sixty or seventy feet to a stone planter and stooped
beside it, waiting for the expl osion. Tucker handed Bates the set of master
keys he had taken from Chet, the night watchman. “As soon as it's clear that
the safe is finished, you can go for the jewelry store. I'll clean out the
cash in the bank and join you later. W don't have any tinme to lose.”"W're
doi ng okay,” Bates said. “We—=The blast was |like a muffled crack of thunder
The glass front of the bank shattered and was pushed out across the corridor
in a wave of sparkling fragments. Snoke, |ike sea foam rushed out behind the
gl ass, roiled up. An al arm began bangi ng away i nsi de the bank. At police
headquarters anot her al arm woul d al so be sounding.“Let's go,” Tucker

sai d. @ ass crunching under their feet, they pushed into the savings and | oan
conpany' s | obby, fanned away the acrid snmoke with their arns. The vault door
had been ripped fromits two hi ghest hinges and was hangi ng | oosely fromthe
third. The wheel was snmashed, and the | ock mechani smwas a mass of jagged
metal splinters. The plaster around the vault entrance was broken and charred,



but no fire had been started.“Beautiful,” Bates said with nore than a little
pride. Tucker choked on the foul air, wiped at his teary eyes. “It |ooks good,”
he agreed. 1t | ooks perfect.”“You go hit the jewelry store.”Wistling despite
the corditelike stench in the air, Bates turned and di sappeared down the
corridor. Tucker went back behind the tellers' cages to the breached vault,

wi shi ng he coul d sonehow silence the strident alarmbells. But that woul d take
time. And right now they needed every mnute they could get if they were to
bring of f what they had pl anned before Kl uger cane charging in and stopped
them He stepped into the vault, past the nultilayered door that the gelignite
had begun to peel apart |ike the many crusts of a good Dani sh pastry. Inside
he found an accordion gate separating himfromthe noney. He raised his
Skor pi on, put the nmuzzle close to the gate |ock, and shot away the heavy

| atch. The barrier slid back easily after that. In the corner stood a mahogany
rack that held canvas noney sacks | abel ed contrysi de savings. Tucker took two
of these and began to fill themw th the well-bundled stacks of bills that

bl ossomed everywhere on the shel ves and on the counters and in the drawers of
the inner vault.Ten nminutes |ater, when he joined Edgar Bates at the rear of
the jewelry store next door, he found that the ol der man was still whistling
merrily. “How s it going here?”Bates smled broadly, whistled the |ast bars of
the tune he was on, and said, “After the Pekins and Boul der beauty, this one
is acinch.”“You're a marvel .”“l know. ”“How | ong?”*“ Anot her coupl e of

m nutes.” Accent Jewelry's safe was not so |large as the bank's vault had been
but it was a wal k-in nodel and appeared to be quite form dable. For nearly
anyone el se but Edgar Bates, Tucker supposed, it would have been a mgjor
job.“You got the noney?” Bates asked as he exami ned and prinmed the electric
fuse.“Al'l but the change.”“How much?”“l didn't take tine to count it.”"“Make a
guess. "Tucker indicated the two gray canvas sacks. “Well, it seems to be nore
than | first thought.”Bates raised his white eyebrows. “Really? Better than a
hundred t housand?”*“Maybe twi ce that.”"Ahhh,” Bates said, finishing with the
cap and plugging it into the gelignite. They went out into the corridor again
and waited for the explosion, which, when it cane, was only half as violent as
the first one had been. The store wi ndows shattered outward across the hall
Anot her al arm began to go bong bong bong, and snoke rolled out of the broken
shop front, “Whnderful ,” Bates said. They went inside to get the stones.On three
walls the jewelry store vault was lined with row after row of netal drawers,
hundreds of themfromthe floor to within a foot of the ceiling. Each drawer
pul | ed out about twenty inches, but each was only three inches deep. In every
drawer there was a single layer of genms neatly arranged on sheets of dark blue
vel vet, ranked according to quality, size, and color.“There must be a couple
of thousand stones here,” Bates said. “It looks Iike we hit the jackpot
agai n. " They began pulling drawers out of the wall and enptying theminto the
two bags that already contained the cash. They did not bother to keep the

di anonds, eneral ds, rubies, and other genms separated. They had no time for
that. Twenty minutes later, while they were dunping the jewels fromthe | ast
drawers, Frank Meyers canme into the vault. “Everything's ready,” he told
Tucker. Then he wal ked over and | ooked into the open sacks at the green bills
and the gl eami ng stones. “Tell ne |I'mnot dreaming.”“You' re not dreamng,”
Tucker said. Tucker and Meyers each took a sack and dragged it out of the
vault, through the jewelry store, and into the south corridor. Edgar, humi ng
delightedly under his breath, fol-lowed with his Skorpion and his satchel ful
of tools.“Ckay . . . As soon as we nove Chet, Artie, and Evel yn—= Tucker
began, breathing hard between the words. "l already noved them” Meyers

i nterrupted.“You did? How?”“On one of those electric cargo carts in the

war ehouse,” Meyers said. “You saw them ”They were wal king toward t he | ounge,
and Tucker slowed as they reached it. “You nmean you lifted each one onto the
cart—="Then drove the cart across the warehouse, unloaded hi mnear that dammed
dog, and went back for another one,” Meyers finished."“You re even stronger
than you | ook,” Tucker said.Meyers |aughed. “It wasn't hard. The woman didn't
wei gh much at all. Artie was cooperative. Chet didn't like the idea, so he got
dropped and bruised a few tines.” Tucker |aughed. “Well . . . Then we're just



about ready to go.”“It's going to work,” Bates said. He was floating al ong
now, elated with his successes, as high as if he had taken drugs. Nothing
could depress himfor the next few hours.“l hope you're right,” Tucker
sai d. They wal ked down to the end of the east corridor, the alarns ringing

wi I dly behind themand the red glow of police Iights pulsing ahead. By the

war ehouse door they dropped the sacks and the Skorpions.“l'll switch off the
rest of the lights and make ny tel e-phone call,” Tucker said. “You two start
getting ready.”He opened the warehouse door and stepped inside as they went in
the opposite direction. At the light-control panel he flicked four swtches
and turned out the last fluorescent strips in the corridor ceilings. Qut there
the mall woul d now be conpl etely darkened. Kluger would be unable to see
any-thing. And that was essential .



Li eut enant Norman Kl uger was crouchi ng behi nd an open squad car door twenty
feet fromthe nmall's east entrance when the last of the corridor lights went
out inside. That didn't surprise him Wen he had heard t hem bl ow t he bank
safe and had gotten confirmation fromthe alarmcenter at headquarters, he had
known they woul d do sonething crazy. If they would still try to rob the bank
when they had no hope of escaping, they would try anything. Turning out al

the lights was only a first step in sone cockeyed plan of theirs. Even though
the Iighting had been previously re-duced, Kluger's nen had been able to see
shadows movi ng about in there. Now they could see nothing. Wth a bit of

cal cul ated bravery he knew woul d not go unnoticed by the other nen, he stood
up to his full six-feet-three and rubbed the back of his head in
consternation. “Now what's that bastard up to?"“They're doi ng somet hing they
don't want us to see,” said the young, pudgy patrol man besi de him “You think
so?” Kluger asked sarcastically. The rookie, a kid naned Muni, blinked and
nodded. “Well . . . What else, sir?” he asked, utterly mssing the sarcasm For
a while Kluger stood, intently watching the mall entrance. But nothi ng was
happeni ng there. And he was convi nced that nothing woul d happen there until he
made it happen. Before |ong, he and his nen would have to nove. Putting it
short and sweet, as he had | earned to do when he comanded nmen in Nam they
were going to have to stormthe building and take it.He was considering al

the ways it could be done, was trying to decide which was the best mnethod of
operation, when Patrol man Hawbaker —anot her rooki e who was as gangly and cl unsy
as Muni was pudgy and paradoxically graceful -fan down fromthe tel ephone booth
to tell himthat a call had cone through. “It's that guy inside,” Haw baker
said, pointing to the mall. Hi s prom nent Adam s apple worked rapidly up and
down. “He wants to talk to you right away, sir.”Kl uger foll owed Hawbaker
across the parking lot, through deep shadows and pools of purple light to the
aut omat ed post office. He pushed into the first tel ephone booth in a row of
three and drew the door shut.Hawbaker | ooked in at himlike a spectator at a
zoo watch-ing a caged ani mal.Openi ng the door, Kluger said, “Hawbaker, go
away.”“Sir?""l said, go away.”“Ch,” Hawbaker said. He turned and wal ked a
dozen steps and stood facing the mall, his back to Kl uger.Shutting the booth
door again, Kluger picked up the receiver and said, “Hello?""Kl uger?”“Wat do
you want ?”“How are you?”“Wat ?"“Are you feeling okay?” the stranger

asked. “What is this?"“l just want to be sure you're not getting junpy,” the
man in the mall said. “I'Il bet you' re under a great deal of pressure to get
us out of here.”“Wiat of it?” Kl uger asked.Iln point of fact, though, he was
under al nbst no pressure at all except that which he manufactured for hinself,
that inner pressure that always hel ped himto excel in police work. Ri ght now,
only two newspapers had | earned of the situation, and only three reporters and
two phot ographers were on hand. None of themhad filed anything with their

of fices. Very few peopl e knew what was happeni ng. Most of the politicians and
other publicity seekers were hone in bed. Indeed, even the chief of the
department had probably not yet been inforned. The chief was a wounded bear
when awakened because of a crisis, and he was usually not dis-turbed unti
someone had been killed. Therefore, Kl uger had another hour and perhaps even a
bit longer to get this thing settled his own way, on his own terns, w thout
everyone interfering with his methods.“l just called to tell you to relax,”
the stranger said. “It's just about all over.”“Wat?”“You can cone inside,”
the stranger said.“Are you serious?’“Wait fifteen mnutes,” the stranger said.
“Then you can come in, and we won't resist you.”“You' re surrendering?” Kluger
asked. It sounded too good to be true, yet he was strangely disappointed to
realize that there was not going to be a fight.“Surrendering? Not at all,” the
man said. “You can cone in because we won't be here to stop you.”“What?"“We're
| eaving.”“You' re what?” Kl uger asked, feeling |like a broken record but unabl e
to speak intelligently. Hs mind was racing, trying to find sonethi ng about
the mall that he had overl ooked.“W've found a way out, Lieutenant.”"“Like hel
you have.”“If you don't believe ne,” the stranger said, “you will when you
cone inside fifteen mnutes fromnow. "“W have everything covered!”"“You mn ssed
one thing.”“l did not!” Kluger said. Hs face was a furious shade of red, the



bl ood pounding visibly in his tenples and in his neck. He was straining his
jaw muscles so hard that they ached.“Sorry, but you did.”"“Look
you—"Renenber,” the stranger went on, “fifteen mnutes. If you cone inside
one m nute sooner, we'll have to kill the hostages.””l don't know what you're
up to—=“We're up to escape,” the stranger said, |aughing. Then he put down his
recei ver and cut Kl uger short just as he had before. The |ieutenant slanmed
open the booth door, nearly breaking it, and went outside."“Sir?” Hawbaker
asked, turning toward him*“Shut up!” the lieutenant ordered. “Let ne

t hi nk. " Kl uger stood by the automated post office, his hands fisted on his

hi ps, and he gave the mall buil ding a thorough going-over. He let his eyes
travel along at ground | evel around the two faces—north and east—that he could
see fromthis vantage point. Two public entrances. Both | ocked. Two nmen on the
east doors. Three on the north entrance. There were no w ndows. The only ot her
potential trouble spots were the two big bay doors on the east wall, the truck
entrances to the warehouse. But they were al so | ocked; his men had checked
themout at the start of this. To |l eave the mall that way, the nmen inside
woul d have to make a | ot of noise. And Kluger's nen woul d see the doors going
up | ong before anyone could come through them Kluger had six men covering the
bay doors, and he knew there was not going to be trouble there.But where

el se?He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to recall the way the south and
west faces | ooked. One doubl e-door public entrance on each of those walls. No
wi ndows. No | oadi ng docks. He had enough nmen on both places to deal with any
attenpt ed breakout. The roof ?He | ooked at the garish, peaked, imtation thatch
roof and inmrediately ruled that out. Even if they could get onto the roof—-and
Kl uger doubted that-—where could they go? Nowhere. The storm drai ns?Kl uger had
not been anong the first men sent out to investigate the cause of the alarm at
Cceanvi ew Pl aza, and therefore he had not been plunged into this thing
unpre-pared. He had been at the station house on a rest break, using his
thirty mnutes of free tine to catch up on a backl og of paperwork. He was

t here when Sergeant Brice received the first tel ephone call fromthat man in
the Plaza building, and he was fairly well aware of the nature of the case
before he was put in charge of it. Wen he was assigned to it minutes after
the call to Brice, he had sent a nan over to the courthouse to dig up the

bl ueprints to the shopping mall, and then he had cone straight out here as
fast as he could drive. Even before the blueprints had arrived, he had sent
three nen into the scrub land next to the mall with orders to search for and
guard over any |arge drain openings. That had been good, sound, far-sighted
police work. Wen the prints had come and he had unrolled them on the macadam
behi nd a squad car, he had | earned that there was indeed a way out of the mall
t hrough the drains: the same one his men were al ready guardi ng. That was the
only outlet big enough to pass a man. He was certain that he had read the

bl ueprints correctly. Therefore, the drains did not figure in this. . . .\Wat

el se?Not hi ng el se. What was this threat of escape, then? A ruse of some sort, a
trick? A bluff?A fat nosquito buzzed persistently around the |lieutenant's head
and tried to alight on his left ear. This tine he did not kill it. He brushed
it away w thout thinking, without really being aware that he was expending the
effort. All over the parking lot the harsh and eerily garbl ed voices of radio
di spatchers were crackling out of ten police-band radios, rising on the night
air like ghostly nmessages from another world. They cane to Lieutenant Kl uger
but he did not, at the monment, hear them His thoughts were el se-where,
turning over facts, looking for worms underneath them A bluff, was it?But what
could he hope to gain by bluffing?Nothing. K uger was sure of it.If, in
fifteen minutes, the lieutenant did lead a force into the mall, and if those
hoodl ums were waiting in there, then they would start shooting at one another.
A nunber of policenmen would die. That was inevitable. Every battle had its
casualties. But in the end, what could the thieves gain? They would be cut to
ri bbons. Unless they just wanted to go out with a bang . . . And he was sure
that the nman he had tal ked to on the phone was not the type to nmake a
grand-stand play only to see a few fireworks. That man intended to live. A
trick?There was no trick, under the circunstances, that ambunted to nore than



a bluff.He was al nost tenpted to dismss it and to go on as he would have done
if the stranger had not called with this fairy tale of escape. Yet

Sonet hi ng about that man's voice, sonething about his style and his undeniabl e
sel f-confidence | ed Kluger to believe that he had neant precisely what he had
said, regardless of the seeming inpossibility of it. He had said he and his
men were leaving. And if he were telling the truth . . .Kl uger |ooked at his
wat ch. 1: 34. He had wasted al nost five mnutes, and he suddenly realized that
they m ght have been the nost precious five nminutes of the night. That
fifteen-mnute waiting period which the man in the mall had denmanded was a
conpletely artificial time limt. Kouger was angry with hinself for having
fallen for it. If they had found a way out, then they would have used it by
now. They woul d have left the five hostages behind and woul d be unable to
reach and harmthem Each mnute that Kl uger delayed, each m nute he stood
here on his big flat feet, they nmight be getting farther and farther away.
They m ght be getting off scot-free."“Hawbaker!” The rookie whirled. “Yes,
sir?”“Wen | came out here, | brought one of the depart-ment's acetyl ene
torches to cut through those inner gates if we had to.”Hawbaker blinked at
him“lt's in the trunk of ny car. Get it and bring it to me—en the

doubl e!”“Yes, sir.”“Don't forget the tank, Hawbaker.”“No, sir.” Hawbaker was
of f, running clumsily. Kl uger | ooked at the mall building again, thought of the
man on the tel ephone, thought of the pronotions he needed, thought of the
chief's chair . . ."Dam!” he said. He ran down toward the east entrance of
the mall shouting at his nen as he went. “Look sharp! W're going in!”



Kl uger grabbed the torch and the feeding hose in one hand, lifted the snall
tank of conpressed gas in the other, and wal ked across the carpet of broken
glass fromthe outer mall doors that two of his men had smashed w th hanmers.
He was the only one up front now. The others had fallen back on his orders,
had gl adly taken up safer positions behind the squad cars.In the nine years
and six nmonths that he had been a policeman, Norman Kl uger had never hesitated
torisk his life if the occasion seened to call for that. He had sonething of
a reputation as a daredevil, but he wasn't like that at all. Naturally, there
was a slight bit of grandstanding in it be-cause he often took chances in
order to be noticed by those above himin the department. However, for the
nost part he took risks and bulled his way through dangerous territory,
because he did not know how el se to get a job done—and because he had | ong ago
deci ded that he was one of those people who would lead a charmed life, a guy
who could wal k through a pit of snakes and not be bitten once. He had spent
two years in Southeast Asia in the thick of the fighting and had re-upped for
two nore years when his regular hitch ran out. In all that time he had not
suffered a single injury, while all around himwere dying, and he eventual ly
cane to feel that he could not be hurt. He was charmed, protected, watched
over.He also figured that this special personal magic woul d keep him safe from
| egal prosecution and forced retirenment if anyone ever seriously accused him
of overstepping his police-man's authority and tranping too hard on the rights
of those people with whom he had to deal. Long before the N xon Court had
begun to rescind the liberal decisions of the past several decades, Norman

Kl uger had done as he wi shed with suspects whom he was fairly certain he could
prove guilty beyond any reasonabl e doubt. Sonetines, of course, he had knocked
over a few people who were innocent, had brui sed those who know ngly or

unknowi ngly got in his way, but by God he had done the job every tine. And

t hough there had been grunbling and protests about his nethods, no one had
ever, in the final analysis, filed or made stick any charge or accusation

agai nst him He was charnmed. He was destined, he knew, to nove up into the
chief's chair in five years. O perhaps even sooner than that. You just never
knew when fortune mght smile on you. At the steel-bar gate three feet past the
rui ned gl ass doors he put down the tank of gas. He squatted against the wall
and, like a soldier putting together his rifle in the dark, hooked the hose to
the torch and to the tank's feed val ve, working with surprising speed in the
dimred light fromthe police cruisers' rooftop beacons. Beyond him beyond the
gate, the mall's east corridor was absolutely lightless. Three or seven nen
could have been waiting there for him nachine guns ainmed right at his
head. Kl uger never once | ooked inside.Breathing evenly, actually thriving on
the danger, lie took a pair of snoked-glass goggles out of his hip pocket and
put them on, then wi ped the dark | enses on the back of one shirt sleeve.
Cipped |l oosely to the hose was a pair of silvery asbestos gl oves. He put
these on, working his big hands in themuntil they felt confortable. Sw tching
on the gas flow, he lighted the torch, threw away the match, and adjusted the
i ntense blue-white flame. Then he turned it on the gate next to the left-hand
| ock bolt, which was an inch up fromthe carpeted fl oor. Thousands of nolten
netal fl ecks cascaded over the top of the flane and across his gloves, made
interesting patterns of red and blue, yellow and white light on his mirrorlike
goggl es. There was a | oud hissing sound |ike a thousand snakes, and then netal
parted before the fire. A section of steel rod clattered out of the gate's
pattern, striking rods around it, and bounced noiselessly on the carpet. In a
nmonent Kl uger had cut through the grid to the bolt on the inside, and in
little nore than another minute he had sliced through the lock itself. The
carpet snoldered, but it was fireproof and did not burst into flame. He dragged
the tank over to the other side and hunkered down and began to work again,
sparks lighting his way once nore. The second | ock was as easy as the first.
Hardly nore than five nminutes after he had started on the first, he finished

t he second. Turning off the gas flow and instantly killing the bright flame, he
stood up and stripped off his fire-spotted gl oves, then his goggles, dropped
them on the floor, and kicked them out of the way. He shouted over his



shoul der at the squad cars: “Four of you! Cone here and hel p nme!” Mini

Hawbaker, and two veteran bul |l s—Peterson and Haggard—ame up qui ckly and
hooked their hands in the gate and put their backs into it, forcing it up into
the ceiling far enough for Kluger to slide underneath. Once he was on the
other side, he got a grip on the steel bars and relievedMuni, who bellied
under the barrier after him Mni helped hold it up while Haggard cane over.
In that manner they were shortly all on the inside.“Dark as a shithouse in
here,” Hawbaker said."“Relax,” Peterson said. “If anyone was going to shoot at
us, they'd have done it by now "Kluger felt along the wall on his left unti

he | ocated the warehouse door. Standing to one side, he tw sted the knob and
threw the door open wi de. Light spilled out, but no one opened fire on them
“Hello in there!l” the lieutenant called. At once, several excited voices
responded, each trying to shout |ouder than the other, none of them making any
sense. “What the hell?” Peterson said. Kl uger |ooked around the corner and saw
t he workbenches and the jigsaw and the electric-powered fork lifts and the
great stacks of boxed and crated merchandi se. There was no one in sight. “Two
of you cone with ne,” he said.Peterson and Hawbaker followed him the first
dutifully and the second resignedly. The shouting at the far end of the |ong
room grew even | ouder, nore frantic, and considerably less intelligible.
Echoi ng off the hi gh warehouse walls, it sounded Iike the raving in a lunatic
asylum Moving in between the aisles of stored goods, Kl uger said, “Let's go
see what we have here.”Wat they had here were three hysterical hostages: the
two night watchmen and an extrenely attractive young wonan in her late
twenties. They were bound with wire at wists and ankles, sitting on the floor
and propped against the concrete wall. They stopped shouting as soon as they
saw t he lieutenant.“Thank God,” the wonman said. She had | arge dark eyes and a
vel vety conpl exion. She interested Kluger.“Did you get then? Did you nail that
little bastard that was in charge?” the l|argest of the watchnen
demanded. “No, "' Kluger said. “Do you know where they are?”“They didn't get
past you, did they?”“No.”“Well,” the watchman said, “then they're still here
sone- wher e. " Hawbaker went forward and started to untie the woman while
Peterson dealt with this nmpbst vocal of the guards.“Don't worry,” Kluger said.
“We'll get them” He caught a strange | ook on the young wonan's face and
turned to her. “You don't think we will?"Her hands suddenly freed, she began
to massage her nunbed fingers and wists. They were the nost delicate fingers
and the slenderest wists that Nornman Kl uger had ever seen.“You don't think
we' |l get thenP” he repeated.“No,” she answered firmy. She had a warm

appeal ing voice. “At |least you won't get the one who was in charge.”"Ch?

Why?” “Because,” she said, “he's not the sort who'll ever spend a night in
jail.”



By three o'clock in the norning, an hour and fifteen m nutes after Kl uger had
led the police into Cceanview Plaza, all the search parties had reported back
to the lieutenant's command post by the fountain in the mall |ounge. They had
not found a single trace of the thieves.Oficer Peterson and two ot her nmen had
poked about in all the stores that faced out on the east corridor. They had
peered into every nook in Surf and Subsurface and into every cranny in Shen
Yang's Orient. At the Rolls deal ership they had | ooked in and under the five
gl eam ng aut onmobil es on di splay, had pulled up the trunk lids with all the
trepidation of men expecting to be shot in the face, and had even lifted the
hoods to make sure no one was curled around the engi ne blocks. In the Tool box
Lounge—a very expensive bar that based its name on the canpy decor of

gi ant -si zed hamers, screwdrivers, and wenches that hung on the walls—they
pushed flashlights under all the tables and booths, searched behind the bar
and in the whiskey storage closet and even in the two | arge beer cool ers. Next
door to the bar, in Young Miiden, they thoughtlessly violated the sanctity of
a pi nk-and-buff |adies' powder roomand slid back the curtains on all the
changi ng roons. They went from one end of the mall warehouse to the other
checking the aisles and the side aisles and the cul -de-sacs; indeed, they had
actually broken apart a few of the larger crates with the notion that the

t hi eves m ght have boxed thenselves up in order to pass thenselves off as

mer chandi se. Whil e Peterson's group was worriedly, frantically darting around
in the east end, Oficer Haggard and two other nmen explored the stores al ong
the north corridor. Their greatest chall enge was Markwood and Jane, one of the
mall's two | argest stores, for it was filled with counters and design
parti-tions that provided thousands of possible hiding places; in fact,
Haggard' s men becanme so paranoid m dway through the search of Markwood and
Jame that they all had the feeling that the thieves were slipping around
behind them crawling fromone counter to the next and noving al ways at the
peri phery of vision. However, they found no one in the store. It was a sinple
matter, by conparison, to check the changing roons in Archer's Tail or Shoppe
and declare that place clean. Likewise, Gallery Gallery—the mall's rather
expensive art gallery—was easily | ooked into and found enpty. Tie and Kerchi ef
of fered few places for conceal nent, and all these were unused. Freskin's
Interior Decoration was wildly parti-tioned into sanple roons, but all of
these were quiet and unlived-in.“l feel like a kid playing hide-and-seek,” one
of Haggard's men said, disgusted with the whole affair."“There's a difference,”
Haggard said. “Wen you were a kid playing hide-and-seek, there wasn't any
chance at all that you could get your brains bl own out.”Rooki es Hawbaker and
Muni were working under O ficer Shrout over in the west corridor toward the
front of the mall. They did not have to prow through the Plaza's business

of fice, because that was crawling with hom ci de detectives and technicians
fromthe police | aboratory downtown. But they had to check out everything

el se. They stayed cl ose together and kept their revol vers drawn; Shrout was
only seven nonths away fromretirenent and did not intend to get killed and be
cheated out of his pension, while Patrol men Hawbaker and Mini were too young
to be anything but scared witless. Cautiously they nmoved through the flower
shop and then through Craftwell Gfts, went down to the fancy shoe store and
then across to The New Pl ace, a hip clothing store where the prices were

deci dedly unhip. In the House of Books, where some of the rows of shelves were
ei ght feet high, they had a bad nmonent when Hawbaker and Muni collided com ng
out of different aisles and al nost shot each other in terror. Henry's Gaslight
Restaurant, with its individually partitioned booths and its |large kitchen
lined with .food-storage closets, was the nost harrowi ng part of the stalk,

but it, too, proved to be deserted.In the south wing additional |ab
technicians were at work in the jewelry store and in Countrysi de Savings and
Loan. If anyone were hiding in those two places, one of the police-nen would
have tripped over himby this tinme. Therefore, Oficer Brandywi ne and his two
men concentrated their search on Sasbury's, the nmall's other |arge

cl ot hi ng-depart-ment store. Like Haggard's group in Markwood and Jane, these
men becane so junpy that they were | ooking over their shoul ders nore than they



wer e wat chi ng where they were going. But they did not find anyone. Tranpi ng on
the broken glass that littered nost of the corridor, a bit unnerved by the
sound of it crunching under their shoes, they went next to Harold Leonardo
Furriers and poked around in the cold-storage vaults full of animal pelts. Al
that was hiding in Harold's was a herd of dead m nk.\Wen Oficer Peterson, the
| ast search party leader to bring in a negative report, told Lieutenant Kl uger
that his nmen had not found a trace of the thieves, the lieutenant thrust out
his jaw and began to shout at them He slamed his fist on the top of the card
table that he was using for a desk, and his voice rose until it seemed to
drown out the steady susurration of the fountain behind him “They have to be
here! There is no way they coul d have gotten out! No way!”Peterson, Haggard,
Shrout, Brandyw ne, and the other nen just stared at him unable to say
anyt hi ng that woul d pl ease him*“They have to be hiding in here,” Kluger said
through gritted teeth. “Somewhere in this mall, you' ve overl ooked a hiding
space big enough to contain three men.” He glared at them waiting for one of
themto dare to disagree. Wen they remai ned nmute, he said, “Change off. Take
different corridors this time. Peterson, you search the north hall. Haggard,
go over the ground Shrout covered on the west end; see if you can spot

somet hing he m ssed. Shrout, take the south corridor. Brandyw ne, you take the
east stores and the warehouse.”Haggard started to say sonething to
Peterson. “Of ficer Haggard!” Kl uger snapped. “l1'd prefer that you did not tel
Pet erson where you' ve already searched. Let himstart fresh, wthout
preconcepti ons. "Haggard frowned, nodded grudgi ngly."“Now nove,” Kl uger said. As
they were | eaving, Evelyn Ledderson arrived. Though it was past three o'clock
in the norning, and though she had been through quite an ordeal in the course
of the night, she appeared to have showered and applied makeup and started her
day only a couple of hours ago. Her short green skirt and ruffled white bl ouse
were winkled and snudged, but she was crisp and alert and extrenely
attractive. “They said you wanted to question ne.”Kluger smled. “That's
right.” He pointed to the folding chair that was set up on the other side of
the card table. “Just sit down there and help ne tie up a few | oose ends. |'m
sure we can let you go hone shortly.”She sat down. “Why do | have to be
guestioned tw ce?”Kluger settled into the other chair and fol ded his hands on
the table. “Those other detectives are with hom cide. |I'ma burglary-and-theft
man. So there are sort of two investiga-tions going on at the sane tine.” He
felt slightly tongue-tied in her presence.“Go ahead then,” she said."You

wor ked for M. Rudol ph Keski ?"“Yes.”“He was the owner of this nmall?"“He owned
nmost of it.”“What were you-his secretary?”She smled coldly. “Yes.”“Did you

of ten work evenings?’“Only on Wdnesday ni ghts,” she said, recrossing her slim
| egs. “Every Wednesday M. Keski and his business associ-ates ate an early

di nner at Henry's Gaslight.” She pointed to the restaurant that faced out on
the I ounge. “Then they cane over to the office and discussed the week's
finances until closing tine. M. Keski and | always stayed another hour or so,
attending to the details that had cone up during the neeting.”“Ws that one of
his associates in there with himwhen he was killed?” Kl uger asked."“No. That
was his bodyguard.”*l see.” He thought about that for a while, staring

un- abashedly at her face, slender shoulders, and full breasts. Then he said,
“Tell me what happened. How was Keski killed?”She told him quickly,
succinctly.“That was smart work, using that alarmpedal.”“lt wasn't so smart,”
she said. “I was terrified.”He smled at her, wondering how he coul d go about
asking for a date. “Then they tied you up in the warehouse?”"Yes.”

Unconsci ously she rubbed her wists where the wire had encircled them“l've

already tal ked to the night watchmen,” Kluger ex-plained. “I won't waste a | ot
of time going over old ground.”l amawfully tired,” she said.“l appreciate
that, Mss Ledderson,” he said, smling and nodding to show her how
synpathetic he was. “Or . . . My | call you Evel yn?”She | eaned forward

seductively, then wi nked at himand said, “Wy don't you just keep on calling
me M ss Ledder-son?” Her dark eyes bored straight through himand saw nuch
nore than he wanted her to know. He col ored, |ooked at his hands, glanced at
the spritzing fountain, and felt |ike a school boy caught doi ng sonet hi ng



filthy. “l understand . . . This nust have been difficult for you. I was only

trying to be friendly.”“l know what you were trying to be,” she said. At that
nonment, when he realized that she was not the sort of worman who coul d be
easily fooled, Kluger lost all interest in her. Wnen who could hold their

own, wonen who were sharp and perceptive and not afraid to speak their m nds
never had appealed to him They offended his sense of tradition, of

mal e-femal e lightness. He liked the soft and hel pl ess type, the ones who
needed support and gui dance fromsun up to sunset. He didn't want to have to
conpete with a woman in the bedroom It never occurred to him at |east not on
a conscious level, that he was afraid of |osing that conpetition.H s voice had
a nasty twist to it now “You rmust have known that Rudol ph Keski hasn't al ways
been a |l egitimate businessman.”*Ch?” She seenmed anused. “He used to be in the
rackets.”She smiled. “He was in jail, then?”“Nothing was ever proved,” Kl uger
admtted. “Well, then, it's nothing nore than hearsay.” She sat back in her
chair again. She was obviously pleased with Lieutenant Kluger's

di sconfort.“Di d you know about this 'hearsay' reputation of his?” the
lieutenant persisted.“lIf | did know,” she said, “what possible difference
could it make? It couldn't have anything to do with what hap-pened here
tonight.” Her voice got hard. There was no | onger any amusenent in it. “You're
angry because | saw through you, and you're just trying to irritate and
frighten ne. | won't sit here and be harassed nmuch longer.”“You'll sit there
until | tell you to leave,” Kluger said, an ugly edge to his voice.“l'mafraid
not.”“You will—="Do you have any serious questions? O are you completely
stunped? If you have anything serious to ask, you'd better ask it right now”
she said, pushing back her chair and getting to her feet. Kl uger |ooked down at
his hands. They were curled into tight fists. He nmade an effort to relax. “The
manhol e cover was off the drain entrance in the warehouse. Do you think they

escaped that way?”“l wouldn't know. "“First they tied you up and left you on
the north side of the warehouse. Then one of themused an electric cart to
nove you to the south side of the room Wy?"“l guess they were going to be

doi ng somet hing on the north side of the room Something they didn't want us
to see.”“Could it be that they were going to | eave by the drain and didn't
want you to know?” She shrugged. Her full dark hair bounced on her shoul -ders.
“Why would it matter if we knew? W were all tied up. W couldn't do anything
about it.”Kluger got to his feet because he didn't like to have her staring

down at him “lI may want to talk to you again. \Wiat's your hone phone nunber
and address?’“l gave it to the hom cide detective,” she said, tilting her head
i mpishly to one side.“1'll need it, too.”"“You can ask themfor it.”“l"'m asking
you for it.”“You can reach ne here any weekday afternoon,” she said, ignoring
the inplied command. “I'm an enpl oyee of the conpany and not just of M.

Keski. Even if the new man-agenent hires another wonan, |'l|l have to stay on a
few weeks to help her get adjusted. |I'm convinced you'll have this all wapped

up by then, Lieutenant.” She turned and wal ked of f across the | ounge, entered
the east corridor, and di sappeared around the corner. At 3:25, Kluger unfolded
the blueprints on the card table and studied them nore assi duously than he had
before. He found no hidden rooms. No secret passageways. No air ducts. |arge
enough to hold a man. Nothing. At 3:40, a three-man search party that he had
sent into the stormdrain systemreturned w thout having found anything
worthwhile. So far as they were able to ascertain, the original blueprints
were accurate in every detail. The entrances to the stormdrain fromthe
parking ot were all nuch too small to pass a man. There was only one way out:
the one that Kluger's nen, out in that patch of scrub | and, had been covering
fromal most the start. At 4:00, a representative of the |argest |oca
television sta-tion cane in to bargain for filmng perm ssion. He was a short,
bl ocky man who dressed too loud for Kluger's taste and talked too rapidly.*“l

told you,” the lieutenant said irritably, “that 1'mnot going to allow anyone
in here.”“The media has a right—=2“As far as |'m concerned,” Kl uger said,
“those bastards haven't left the mall.”The tel evision man | ooked around,
perpl exed. “They're still here, you nmean?”“l know they are,” Kluger said, like

a religious nman earnestly repeating the suprenme tenet of his faith. “And I'm



not letting you people interfere with a case when it's still a hot-pursuit
item”“Hot pursuit?” the man said. “Where?” At 4:10 the |l ab technicians and the
hom ci de detectives called it a night. They put up barriers in front of the
bank and jewelry store, closed and seal ed the roomin which Keski and his
bodyguard had been murdered. The chief detective on the case—a sallow, quiet
l[ittle man naned Bretters—ame over to the card table by the fountain to see
how t hi ngs were with Kluger.“You can't be | eaving now,” Kluger said. “They
nmust be here just waiting for us to |l eave.”“They can't be here,” Bretters said

softly.“But they can't have gotten out.”“It's a real mystery how they slipped
past you,” Bretters admitted. “But we'll figure it out in a day or two.”"“They
didn't slip past nme!”“Then where are they?”“Here!”“Haven't your nen | ooked
everywhere?” Bretters asked.“Everywhere.”“We'Il|l figure it out in a couple of

days,” Bretters said. Then he went out after the others. At 4:20, Kluger

| earned that headquarters had begun to take his nen away from him di spatching
themto other trouble spots all over the city. By 4:30, he was the only one

| eft besi des Hawbaker and Haggard. They went out to their patrol car to wait
for him The newspaper reporters and the radio and tel evision people had given
up at |last and gone away. The owner of the jewelry store, his very nervous

i nsurance agent, and the man-ager of Countryside Savings and Loan had all gone
back to their homes to lie sleepless for the remai nder of the night. The four
corridors and the nineteen stores were deserted, silent.Lieutenant Kl uger

wal ked over to the pool and sat on the edge of the fake rocks. The fountain
rose in front of him two hundred jets of water that shot twenty feet into the
air and rained back into the artificial pond. The surface of the pool was I|ike
a sheet of opaque white glass through which and in which one could see nothing
at all except mlky angles, whirlpools of foam silvered bubbles. It was a
restful thing to watch while he went over the night in his mnd to see if he
had overl ooked sonet hi ng, anythi ng. The two ni ght wat chnmen came up to the

l ounge to see if there was anything he needed or wanted."“Take the chairs and
tabl e away,” he said, reaching out to pluck the blueprints fromthe table
top. As the two men folded the furniture, the big nman said, “How in the hel

did they do it, Lieutenant?”“Do what?” Kluger asked, |ooking up fromthe
pool . “Get away.”“They didn't.”“What do you nean?”“They're here.” The guard

| ooked around at the mall. “I don't think so,” he said, glancing pityingly at
Kl uger. The ot her watchman, the quiet one, said, “We were told not to touch
anything after we were untied. Does that still go? O can we finish closing up

for the night?”The |ieutenant hesitated, then sighed. “Go ahead.”“WII| you be
| eavi ng soon?” the first guard asked."Soon,” Kluger muttered disnmally. They

pi cked up the folded chairs and the coll apsed table and carried them out of

t he I ounge, down the east corridor to the warehouse. The carpet soaked up
their footsteps. In a nonment all was quiet again. How? Kl uger wondered. Thr ough
the north exit? No, that had been guarded. Through the west? No.Qut of the
south doors or the east? No.Up onto the roof? Inpossible and pointless.Qut the
storm drains?He got to his feet and folded up the blueprints. Still think-ing
about it, searching for the hole they'd used, he wal ked slowy across the
public | ounge. Behind, the fountain suddenly died.He whirled, then realized the
guards had turned it off fromthe control panel in the warehouse. Qut one of
the bay doors in the east wall ?l npossible.He wal ked sl oWy al ong the east
corridor and was passing under the breached steel -bar gate when two of the
three strips of fluorescent lights in the ceiling behind himfluttered
out."“Good night, Lieutenant,” Artie said as he came out of the warehouse
behi nd Kl uger. “Tough luck.”“Yeah,” Kl uger said.“You'll get them sooner or
later.”“Yeah.”In the parking | ot he stood alone, the wind fromthe Pacific
Ccean slicing past and over him It carried the odor of salt and seaweed. In
the I ast few hours the cloud cover had grown nore dense, and the smell of rain
now lay on the air, a portent.Hawbaker and Haggard were not waiting for himas
he had thought they would be. Apparently they had gotten dis-patched to the
scene of another crine. Kl uger | ooked at his watch.4:43.He turned and stared at
the Plaza, wondering if it could really be only three hours since he had
broken into it with the acetylene torch. He saw one of the watchnen | owering



the ruined gate—and that was all he saw. Everything else was still, at peace,
shrouded in the early-norning cal mbDawn woul d soon come. Already the sky
seened to be growing lighter, the bl ackness seeping away behind the cl ouds. He
wal ked across the macadamto his unmarked Ford, opened the door and got in
behi nd the wheel. The radio fizzed and sputtered at him and the dispatcher's
voi ce faded in and out on other channels. He started the engi ne and drove out
of the lot, turned north on the main highway. He drove half a mile, nade a

wi de U-turn, canme back and parked on the shoul der of the road just two hundred
yards from Ccean view Pl aza, facing south.“Ckay,” he said.He thought of the
smartass to whom he had tal ked on the tel ephone, thought of the ruptured bank
vault and the stolen gens and the two dead nen, thought of the way that Evel yn
Ledderson had treated himand of the |ook of pity he had received fromthat
pot bel i ed ni ght watchman. Al of these things ran together in his mnd and
were inseparable, as if they were a single insult. They made a rich broth of
hum lia-tion, peppered with the realization that he had taken a setback on his
march toward the chief's chair.“COkay.”He took his revolver fromthe |eather

hol ster under his left arnpit, checked to be sure it was fully | oaded. “They'|
have to cone out on foot since we haul ed thestol en station wagon out of
there,” Kluger said, though there was no one to hear himHe put the revol ver
on the seat beside him “Ckay,” he repeated. “Ckay, let's go. Just cone right
on out. Just waltz right on out of there. Come on, you bastards.”



VWhen Tucker | ooked up toward the surface of the pool, he could see nothing
except m |l ky angles, whirlpools of foam and streans of silvered bubbles. It
was |ike a sheet of opaque white glass barring sight of what |ay beyond, but

it was even nore fragile than glass and m ght vanish in an instant. Throughout
the nore than three hours in which they had to hide fromthe police, Tucker's
greatest fear was that someone would turn off the mall's display fountain.
Wthout that artificial rain rising up and cascadi ng down fromtwo hun-dred
jets on all sides, the surface would grow clear. Anyone could walk to the edge
and | ook down and see three nen sitting on the bottom of the pool, eight feet
bel ow. O some-one could be attracted by the sound of three noisy bubble
trails rising fromthree separate scuba units no | onger masked by the nore
furious sounds of the fountain itself. If the fountain were switched off and
the pool's surface permitted to resolve itself, they would be caught. However,
while that was his greatest worry, it was not Tucker's only concern. He
worried that their air supply—three hours which nmight be stretched to three
hours and ten minutes by their relative inactivity—night not be sufficient to
| ast them through the search of the mall. They might be forced to go up before
the police had left; and their clever-ness and planning woul d not count for
anyt hi ng. He was al so worried that sone |lucky cop, in searching Surf and
Subsurface, would accidentally discover the enpty con-tainers that had once
hel d the scuba suits and aqual ungs that he, Meyers, and Bates were now using.
Meyers had said that after renmoving the gear, he had placed the boxes back on
t he shel ves where he had found them |eaving no traces. He had done the sane
with the boxes that had contained the bright-yell ow waterproof sacks in which
they now stored the noney, jewels, and clothing; and he had nade certain that
t he pressurizing equi pnent that had charged the scuba tanks was turned off and
left just as he had come across it. Never-theless . . .Tucker worried. He
wondered if he should have renoved the sign board that had stood beside the
fountain and had carried a notice of the foll owi ng week's novelty diving act.
If Kluger saw the sign and took the tine to read it, would he then realize
that the pool, being deep enough to accommodate a diving act, was deep enough
to conceal three desperate nmen?Wen the three of them had slipped into the
pool with the two plastic-encased bank bags and t he waterproof sacks full of

cl ot hing, had they appreciably raised the water |evel ? Wuld that be noticed
by anyone up there who was famliar with the nmall? Had they rai sed the water

| evel so far that tens of gallons had poured over the rimand onto the | ounge
floor?Were the rising bubbles fromtheir aqualungs really concealed in the
surface turnmoil caused by the fountain? O were they quite evident, awaiting a
keen eye and quick mnd to be properly interpreted?He worried. Every ten

m nutes he raised his wist to his face, put the dial of his watch against the
view plate of his snugly fitted diving mask, and checked the time. Wth as
much hunor as he was capabl e of at the nmonment, he thought that this would al
make an excellent television comercial for the watch conpany, a convincing
denonstration of the durability of their fine product. The sl ender, | um nous
hands craw ed sl oWy but inexorably around the glowi ng green nunmerals, while

t he equal | y phosphorescent sweep second hand just whirled and whirled and
whirled. . . .2:30.The rubber nouthpiece that fitted past his teeth and fed
air to himhad a foul taste. Hs tongue seened to be coated with a bitter
fluid, and his saliva grew thick and rank. It was gradually making himsick to
his stomach. The tanked air itself was stale, flat, unpleasant, and yet too
oxygen-rich. He worked his lips around the device in his mouth, trying to nake
it fit nore confortably than it did, and he saw that both Frank Meyers and
Edgar Bates were sinmilarly occupied.3:00. H had the curious sensation of being
both hot and cold at the sane tine. Inside the tight rubber scuba suit he was
slick with nervous perspiration, yet was simultaneously aware of the

unrel enting cold that seeped through to himfromthe water. 3:30. He | eaned back
agai nst the wall of the pool and tried to think about Elise and about all they
had done and would do together. Staring at the shimering green-blue water in
front of him he attenpted to picture the Edo shield and spear, several other
nore mnor treasures that he possessed . . . But he could not make hinself



feel better. Hi s eyes con-tinually drifted to the trails of fat bubbles rising
from Meyers and Bates, then foll owed the bubbles to the shimering, foaning
surface. . . .3:40.3:50.4:00.He worried. There was really nothing else to

do. And his anxiety seemed justified when, at 4:40, the foun-tain was shut off.
The surface of the pool stopped shimrer-ing. The nil ki ness gave way to |ight.
The filmof spume fizzed and dissolved. In tw nminutes the surface was fully
transparent. Tucker could | ook up and see the peaked ceil-ing, the fake rocks
at the edge of the water ... He figured it was only a matter of seconds before
uni formed police appeared on all sides, staring down at hi m However, five

m nut es passed without incident. And then another five . . .At 4:50, with only
three or four mnutes of air remaining in his tank, he pushed up and, huggi ng
the pool wall, ascended to the surface as slowy and cautiously as he could
manage in this unfamliar elenent. Sheltered against the | ow fake rocks, he
l[ifted his head until he could | ook down the east corridor. He would not have
been surprised if he had collected a bullet in the face, but nothing |ike that
hap- pened. The hall was deserted, and nost of the ceiling lights had been
turned off. The sane was true of the other three corridors. The silence was

al nrost unnatural, gravelike. He waited, watching the recessed store entrances
for noverment, but he saw nothing. Evidently the police had packed up and gone
hone not | ong ago—probably just before the fountain had been shut off.He sank
back down to the bottom and gave Bates and Meyers the thumbs-up sign. Wth a

m ni mum of thrashi ng about, mndful of the continuing need for silence, they
rose until their heads were out of the water.Tucker pulled away his nout hpi ece
and lifted his nmask to his forehead. “They're gone,” he whispered. “But the
watch-nmen will still be here.”Wthout renoving their masks or nout hpi eces,
Meyers and Bates nodded to | et himknow they understood. Bates w ped beads of
water from his pal e cheeks.“W've got to be absolutely quiet,” Tucker

whi spered. “We aren't out of this yet.” They nodded agai n. He worked hi s mask
down over his eyes, made sure that the seal was firmall the way around the
faceplate, then slipped the rubber air feed into his mouth and clanped it
tightly between his teeth once nore. The foul taste filled his nouth again,

but he tried to ignore it. He went to the bottomw th Bates and Meyers to

gat her up their clothes, the Skorpions, and the I oot.Ten mnutes |later they
had I eft the pool and had carried all of their belongings to the shadows in
the recessed en-trance to Shen Yang's Orient. They had shed their cunber-sone
aqual ungs and masks but not their wetsuits, which were rapidly dripping

dry. “The guns,” Meyers whi spered. Tucker knelt and opened a yel |l ow wat er pr oof
bag i n which, they had stashed the Skorpions, and he passed the pistols
around. They were bone dry. They dressed, pulling their clothes on over the

bl ack rubber scuba gear. Wthout anyone having to say as much, each of them
knew that there was not nearly enough tine for themto strip out of these
clinging suits.“Now what ?” Meyers asked when he was dressed. Tucker finished
tying his shoes and stood up. “We wait.”“For the watchnmen?” Tucker nodded:

Yes. “How | ong?” Meyers whi spered.“Until they cone.”Meyers rai sed one eybrow.
“You think they'll make their regular rounds tonight?” Tucker nodded. “After
what's happened?”“Especially after what's happened,” Tucker whispered.“lf they
don't?"“We'll worry about that later.”Meyers renmained in the shadows in front
of Shen Yang's, out of sight of anyone who mi ght wal k up the east corridor
fromthe mall's warehouse. Planting his feet wide apart to give hinself good
bal ance, he gripped his Skorpion in both hands, held it across his broad
chest, and settled down for a long wait.Stepping across the |lounge to stand in
t he darkened en-tranceway to Young Maiden on the other flank of the east
corridor, Tucker and Bates al so took up the vigil.At 5:30, Chet and Artie cane
out of the warehouse and started up the corridor toward the | ounge. They were
argui ng about the way the police had handl ed things, and fromthe spirited way
they were going at each other it was obvious that they did not expect any nore
troubl e. Meyers rai sed one hand. Tucker nodded affirmatively. When the two

wat chnmen reached the | ounge and stepped out of the hall, Meyers noved in on
their right and Bates covered themon the left, pinning them between the two
Skorpions.“l1f you go for your guns,” Tucker said, “you' re both dead. You



played it cool and smart the first tine. Don't be foolish now ”"The qui et one,
Artie, groaned. “Hey . . . Hey, | feel like I'mhaving the sanme nightmare over
and over.”Chet was too enraged to speak. He spluttered at them and nearly
choked on his anger, half raised one fist in a useless threat that inpressed
no one. Tucker wal ked around behind themto pick the revolvers out of their

hol sters. “Be cool now "“Little bastard,” Chet said, finally regaining his

voi ce. Tucker was reaching for Artie's gun when he heard a strange guttural
sound behinmd him Qdd as it was, he knew i medi ately the source of it. That
dammed police dog was | oose.



The German shepherd, which had been trained to follow well behind the night

wat chnmen, had cone out of the open warehouse door and was running for all its
great strength, rapidly closing the distance between them Its ears were
pinned flat against its skull, and its long tail curved between its hind | egs.

The carpet gave the brute excellent purchase and considerably softened the
sound of its thunmping paws. Tucker turned conpletely around to face it and
automati-cally swng up the Skorpion. But he hesitated, renenbering what a
friend in the business had once told himabout guard dogs. . . .Two years

bef ore Tucker had hooked up with three other nen to knock over a mgjor
department store for its cash receipts on the |ast shoppi ng day before
Christmas. In the nmiddle of that robbery one of the other nen, an all-around
pr of essi onal naned Csborne, had been attacked by a trained mutt. Using only
hi s bare hands, he had quickly and effi-ciently killed it wi thout sustaining a
single tooth or claw mark. It was necessary, after that job, for themto hole
up at an abandoned farmhouse for several days, and during that tinme Gsborne
expl ai ned to Tucker how to handl e any dog. Gsborne had | earned his stuff in
the arny, where he had also learned to kill nmen, and he had not m nded passing
it along to Tucker.The dog was | ess than two hundred feet away.Mst certainly
this dog was not a killer. After all, it was trained to follow the guards and
to be available in ener-gencies. Like this one. Neverthel ess, Tucker had to
deal with it as if it were a killer. It would worry himuntil it was either
dead or badly hurt, and it m ght sow enough confusion to let Chet and Artie
get control of the situation. Men had edu-cated it in violence, had corrupted
it, and now it was going to have to pay for its unwanted and unsought

know edge. “Look out!” Edgar shouted.Even as the jugger involuntarily cried
out, Meyers said, “For Christ's sake, shoot!” Neither he nor Bates was in a
position to use his Skorpion without killing the watchmen and Tucker, too.
“Shoot!” According to Len Gsborne, any gun you could name was usel ess agai nst a
wel | -trained guard dog. For one thing, a dog was too snmall a target,
especially when it was com ng at you head-on. Even a big shepherd was too
dammed narrow to get a sight on. Furthernore, it was too conpact, vicious, and
fast. Even a superior marksman woul d not have time to aimproperly and squeeze
of f a shot before the dog was at his armor throat. Shooting fromthe hip,
figuratively speaking, with-out benefit of aimng, provided little accuracy.
You m ght as well throw sticks, Osborne had said. Tucker dropped the Skorpion
and heard Bates cry out. | hope this wetsuit doesn't slow ne up, Tucker
thought. If it did, he was dead, or at |east badly maul ed. And even if the dog
hel d hi mw thout hurting him he was certain to spend a long time in
jail.There was only one nonent, Gsborne had said, when a dog was vul nerabl e:
when it was in the air, after it had junped, in the final seconds before it
struck. Until that nonment, it was totally nmobile and could attack or evade or
change its mind in an instant. But once it was committed, when it was in the
air, launched at its victim it was relatively defenseless. Its teeth were not
yet within striking range, and its claws were harnless while it was in flight.
Its front paws were tucked weakly back and would not spring forward and
unsheath their claws until the bare instant before contact. If you noved

qui ckly and surely enough . . . If you |l eaped forward to intercept instead of
backing away fromit, you could grab one of those front paws, twist it as you
would a man's arm let yourself fall to the ground, and throw the beast over
your head just as hard as you coul d manage. Its own nmonentum woul d ensure that
it would fall fairly far off and that it would hit the ground wth

consi derabl e inmpact. At the very least, it would be badly stunned, too
confused to attack again inmediately. Mre likely than not, one of its |legs
woul d break. A cripple was no threat. And if you tossed it right, the neck
woul d snap or the spine would splinter like a stick of dry wood. These things
flicked through Tucker's mind, each part of the lesson |ike a silhouette

agai nst the strong light of fear. Then there was no time to recall any nore of
Gsborne' s advi ce because the shepherd junped at him Against all instinct,
Tucker stepped into it, grabbed des-perately for one of the animal's forelegs,
cl osed his hand around the bone and nuscle and fur, twi sted, fell, and threw



He saw a fierce, wall-eyed face, bared fangs . . . He was certain his timng
could not be right, though his body evi-denced a natural timng in the
maneuver . There were shouts behind him Al so behind him something crashed

heavily to the floor.Rolling against the corridor wall, pushing away fromit
wi th both hands, Tucker scranmbled to his feet. He was breathing hard, and his
shoul ders hurt like hell; but so far he did not think that he was bl eeding.

Not much, anyway. He | ooked toward the others and saw that they had nmade room
for the shepherd, which was struggling to stand on its shattered foreleg. It
snapped at the air and glared with bl oodshot eyes at Tucker. Then it nade a
strange, pathetic mewling sound and rolled over on its side and died. Though
to a |l esser extent than he had when he di scovered Meyers' victins in the nall
of fice, Tucker felt sick to his stomach. For a | ong nmonent, stunned by the
sudden vi ol ence, no one spoke. They stared at the dead shepherd, watching the
bl ood spread out around it. Though they had all wi tnessed its dem se, the
entire epi sode seened unreal.“Whew ” Meyers said finally. Tucker wi ped his
face, came away with a hand sheathed in sweat. “Whew ” he agreed. Edgar Bates
said, “Where on earth did you learn to do a thing |ike that?”"They all stared
at him even the two watchmen, interested in his answer.“M | waukee,” Tucker
sai d. “M | waukee?” Bates asked.“Spent Christrmas Day with an ex-comrando

of ficer.”“But you never did it before?”"Only in nmy mnd, theoretically,”
Tucker said. He bent over and picked up the Skorpion, which he had thrown

asi de when he recalled Gsborne's advice. “Let's tie up Chet and Artie here so
we can get out of this damed place.”“l'mfor that,” Meyers said.As Tucker
relieved the watchnen of their guns, Chet said, “You won't get away wth
this.” Tucker burst out | aughing.



Frank Meyers could not see why they had to go out of the mall through the
stormdrain. Wth the claustrophobe's classic expression of fear, his face
deeply lined with appre-hension and downright terror, he gazed into the bl ack
hole in the warehouse floor and shook his head. “It doesn't make sense to ne.
Why don't we just wal k out the door, like we cane in?"“It's ten minutes after
six in the norning,” Tucker ex-plained patiently. “It's al nost broad daylight.
If the cops left a squad car behind to cover the Plaza, they'll spot us the
mnute we step outside.”“lt's a chance we shoul dn't take,” Edgar Bates said.
Even now, despite all that had gone wong with other aspects of the job, he
was floating along on the menmory of his suc-cesses. Meyers frowned, as if he
felt they were ganging up on himw thout reason. “You think the cops would
stake this place out after they searched it and canme up enpty handed?”*“Yes,”
Tucker said.“Wiy?” Meyers asked. “Wiy woul d they?”“Kluger's the type to cover
all bets,” Tucker said. “I wouldn't even be surprised if he was out there
hinself.”“Well,” Meyers said, scratching his chin and thinking it over, *
haven't been wrong about anything you' ve done.”“That's right.”He stopped
scratching his chin. “So . . . | guess I'll go down the drain with you.”"You
don't have to phrase it quite as pessimistically as that,” Tucker said,
smling.“W're hone free,” Bates said. Tucker said, “Not yet.”Meyers sighed
rubbed the back of his neck. “You think this Kl uger mght have put a nan on
the end of this drain pipe, even after the mall search failed?”“lIf | thought
that,” Tucker said, “we wouldn't be going out this way.”“Wll, then, aren't we
hone free, |ike Edgar said?”“l just don't like to hear a lot of talk about how
we're out of it—antil we really are out of it.” He fished in his jacket pocket
and found a roll of Life Savers. “Line,” he told them *Anybody want
one?” Nei t her Bates nor Meyers wanted one. Tucker popped the circlet into his
mout h, put the roll into his pocket, then sat down on the edge of the drain
and junmped down into the pipe. He turned and reached up to Bates who handed
down the two | arge waterproof sacks that contained the bank bags full of noney
and uncut stones. The jugger followed, then Meyers. They had two flashlights,
whi ch drove back the darkness and the centipedes, and they reached the end of
the tunnel in only three or four mnutes. Meyers greeted the first sight of
the exit with a loud sigh of relief.Sunlight slanting in behind them fl ooded
the erosion gully and nmade the scrub | and | ook washed out and dead. It stung
their eyes and robbed them of the cover of night for the remai nder of their
escape route. But it plainly showed that there were no police hidden behind
any of the boul ders. Wary, stiff, and sore, the three of themclinbed out of
the drain and down the gully wall, dragging the two big sacks with them

Tucker called a halt at the boul ders behind which the three cops had taken
refuge |l ast night, and he said, “W'Ill bury the Skorpions here.”Meyers gl anced
qui ckly at the brush and the scattered pal ns, |ooked back in the direction of
Cceanvi ew Pl aza, which was hidden fromthemby the rising |and. “Wat if we
need then?”“We won't,” Tucker said.They scooped up the soft earth and laid the
pistols in the depression they had made, then shoved the | oose dirt over

them “What if they find thenP” Meyers asked. He seened ready to exhume his own
gun. “So what if they do?” Tucker asked.“They'll trace them ”"“No.”"You
sure?”“Cone on,” Tucker said wearily. “Let's nove ass.”They continued al ong
the gully, considerably slowed and burdened by the two sacks of noney and gens
but not in the |least displeased to have to bear them The six- and seven-f oot
banks on both sides kept them from being seen by anyone to the north or the
south, while only enpty land |lay behind them And the closer they got to the
hi ghway, the nore they were hidden fromthe cars rushing up and down the
coast, for the erosion channel dropped even deeper and fed into another
man- si zed drai nage tunnel under the roadbed. They dragged the sacks through
the drain and came out on the far side of the highway, on the |last of the
gentle hills above the beach. The air was pleasantly tangy wi th el enental

odors. Sea gulls soared in fromthe whitecaps, crying shrilly and dancing on
the air currents.“The ocean's beautiful this nmorning,” Edgar Bates said as he
followed the other two out of the drain. A though he ached in every nuscle and
joint, and al-though his eyes felt grainy and his nmouth tasted of rubber

you



Tucker | ooked out at the rolling sea and the endl ess sky, and he had to agree.
“I't sure is,” he said. They crabbed down the slopes to the beach and turned
south through the soft yellowwhite sand. In less than five mnutes they cane
to a paved beach-access road. Above them now, overhangi ng the beach, were
expensi ve gl ass, chrome, and redwood houses that glinted in the early-norning
sun-light.“We'll need a car,” Tucker said. He turned to Meyers. “Think you can
find one up there?”“Sure.”“Take your tinme.”“Five mnutes.”"“Take your tine,”
Tucker repeated. “We don't want to blow it all now, not after what we've been
t hr ough. " Tucker sat down on the noney sacks. He put his el bows on his knees
and his chin in his hands, and he watched Meyers wal k away up the curving
access |l ane and out of sight around a hillock of sand and yel |l ow beach

grass. Edgar put down his satchel and went out to the edge of the sea to splash
water on his face. He was whistling again. Twenty nminutes later, at 6:45, Frank
Meyers drove down to themin a new Jaguar 2+2, a sleek black machi ne that
purred much nore softly than did its namesake. They put the sacks in the trunk
Edgar clinbed into the back seat with his bag of tools, and Tucker sat in the
front passenger's bucket next to Meyers.“How do you like this baby?” Myers
asked, grinning and patting the wooden steering wheel.“Did you have to take
the flashiest thing you could find?” Tucker asked. “W don't want to turn
heads, you know. W just want to slip back into the city like three ordinary
guys on their way to work.”“l like it,” Bates said fromthe back seat.“There
were maybe hal f a dozen others | could have gotten,” Meyers said, “but they
weren't so convenient. There was a lot less risk for me with this baby. The
engi ne was cold, but the keys were in the ignition.” He |laughed. “Didn't have
to junmp wires. This guy rmust have had a |l ate night, cone home stoned, and
won't be up for hours yet. Look, we'll just be like three stinking rich
ordinary guys on their way to work.”“And in a way,” Edgar Bates said, “that's
what we are.” Tucker smled, relaxed, |eaned back in the genuine |eather

uphol stery. “Except that we're not going to work—we're comng hone fromit.”
He pulled his seat belt across and buckled it. “Let's get out of here.”Sitting
in his squad car across the highway from Ccean-view Pl aza, Lieutenant Norman
Kl uger wat ched the sun come up. Inexorably, as the night gave way to warm
morning light, Kluger's self-confidence gave way to anger, irritation
confusion, and finally despair. No one had cone out of the mall. Had anyone
been in there to begin with? He wi shed he could wi nd the sun back down across
the sky, turn it half way around the world, and tackle this case again, from

t he begi nning. Wll after sunrise, when the traffic began to pick up, he
reluctantly decided to call it quits. He buckled his seat belt, started the
engi ne, and drove away fromthere. Al the way back to the station, he
functioned under a veil of enpotional narcosis.He delivered the car to the

di vi si on garage man and went inside the | ow stucco building to fill out his
duty roster. His eyes felt grainy, his nouth dry and stale. Al he wanted now
was to get hone and fall into bed. At the dispatchers' table, there was

consi derabl e excite-nent. He ignhored that and went to his own desk in the
large main room where he filled out a skeleton report and filed it. His first
failure . . .As he was | eaving, one of the off-duty officers who was in the
crowmd around the dispatchers stopped him “Hey, weren't you on that Cceanvi ew
robbery I ast night?”Kluger winced. “Yeah.” He yawned.“Wat do you think of
this?"*OF what?” Kl uger was suddenly alert.“The day shift of Qceanview s
security guard cane on this norning, just a couple of mnutes ago. They found
the watchnen tied up again. Looks like the place was robbed tw ce | ast

ni ght.” Kl uger just stood there. He was |ooking at the other man, but he was
seeing the police chief's chair in which he would never sit by the time he was
forty years ol d. They parked six blocks fromthe hotel in downtown Los Angel es,
and Bates went to get his rented car to ferry themthe last half mle. At the
hotel they went to their rooms, showered and shaved, dressed in clean clothes,
and checked out at hal f-hour intervals. Then Bates drove themout to Van Nuys
where they took two roons at the Carriage Inn, a notel where they could have
conpl ete privacy. Exhausted, they slept all afternoon.At seven o'clock that
eveni ng Meyers and Bates came to Tucker's roomw th a banquet of take-out



orders from Saul's, a first-class Jew sh restaurant-delicatessen on Ventura.
They ate, drank cold bottles of Coors, and tal ked about everything but the job
t hey had worked on only that norning. Wien they had finished supper and cl eaned
up the debris, Tucker opened the two waterproof yellow sacks and then the bank
bags, and they separated the cash fromthe jewels. For an hour they counted
nmoney, then cross-checked one an-other's figures. The total take from
Countrysi de Savings and Loan Conpany was $212,210, no change. After Tucker
peel ed off a thousand to cover the expense of the Skorpions, they each had
$70,400. It | ooked very nice.“Wiat'll we do with the extra ten?” Meyers asked,
point-ing at the last bill Ieft alone on the center of the bedspread. “Leave it
for the roommaid,” Tucker said, placing it in the center of the blotter on

t he desk.“Now what about the jewel s?” Edgar asked, lifting two handful s of
themand letting themtrickle out between his fingers. “You' re the one who
knows the fence. You going to take these back to New York?”“They'd nake for a
dammed heavy suitcase,” Tucker said. “Besides, certain nodels of airport mnetal

detectors will pick up on dianmponds.”“Wat, then?”“In the norning,” Tucker
said, “I'll get three or four one-pound cans of pipe tobacco. I'Il enpty the
tobacco out, fill the tins with the stones, pack the tins in a box, and mail
it all to nyself.”Meyers frowned. “lIs that safe?”“l mght insure it,” Tucker
said, “for a thousand bucks.” They | ooked at him open-nmouthed, then caught on
and | aughed. “1f the post office | oses them” Meyers said, “I'll expect ny

three hundred and thirty-three dollars.”They drank a few nore bottles of

Coors, tal ked about other people in the business, and broke up shortly past

m dni ght . At the door of Tucker's room Meyers said, “You leaving first thing
tomorrow?”“l've got reservations for the two o' clock flight,” Tucker

said.“l"Il probably stay over a few days. Just through the weekend. 1'll be at
the sane apartnent when | cone back to New York. At least | will be for a few
weeks. When you get yours fromthe fence, you know where to reach ne.”" Ckay,”
Tucker said.“lt's been a pleasure.” Tucker nodded. “Maybe we'll do it again
soon. "“ Maybe,” Tucker said, though he knew that he would never get involved in
another job with Frank Meyers.



Early Friday evening, Tucker wal ked into his Park Avenue apartnent, closed
the door, and called for Elise. Wien he found that she was not hone, he opened
the front closet, stepped inside, and worked the conbi nation dial of the wall
safe. H's Tucker wallet full of Tucker papers went into the safe, and his rea
wal et full of his real papers came out. He unlatched the snallest of the two
sui tcases, the one he had bought in Los Angeles, and he transferred the
seventy thou-sand dollars to the small vault.ln the kitchen he found the
accunul ated mail fromthe last four days laid out for himon the table, and he
| ooked through it. There were several bills, advertisenments, a book-cl ub

sel ection, magazines, nothing really inportant.He made hinself a cold roast
beef sandwich with a slice of cheese, nmixed a drink, and went out into the
main hall. He stood in front of the Edo shield and spear, eating and drink-ing
as his eyes roved over the famliar lines of the artifacts. Wen Elise had not
shown up by nine-thirty, he knew that she was either working on a night
filmng assignnent or was out to dinner and a showwith friends. She would
probably not get back until mdnight or after.ln the den he picked up Smth
and Wan-go's China: A History in Art, but his mind kept wandering, and his
eyes woul d not focus on the printed words. He put the book aside and switched
on the television set.Watching the screen w thout actually paying attention to
t he i mages noving upon it, he began to think about those two bl oody bodies in
the mall's business office. He shuddered uncontrollably and felt nauseous. He
always tried to set up a job in such a way that no killing was required. He
was not quick to point a gun, and he rarely used one. In the past he had found
hi nsel f i ncapabl e of extrene viol ence except when it was absol utely necessary
to save his own life. That had happened only twi ce. The first time, he had
been forced into a corner by a crooked and brutal cop who wanted to cut

hinself in on a piece of the acti on—ucker's piece; and once there had been a
partner who had decided to kill Tucker and avoid the unpl easant ritual of
splitting the take froma robbery. Both times, Tucker had taken the only
option that they had left open to him he had killed. But the night-nmares had
haunted himfor nonths afterward, and the guilt was still with him Al though
he had not had a hand in the deaths of Keski and the bodyguard at Cceanvi ew

Pl aza, he knew he woul d al ways feel sone responsibility for them There would
be new ni ght mares. Suddenly the col or picture on the tel evision screen cane
through to himfor the first time—and there was Elise spray-ing perfume on her
sl ender wists and pretty neck. As the male voice-over sold the product, Elise
snmled at the camera, smled at Tucker . . . She seened perfectly real, not an
image on a strip of filmbut a flesh-and-bl ood worman. Tucker wanted to reach
out and touch her. Wen he had been sitting at the bottom of the pool in
Cceanvi ew Pl aza, he had been worried about |osing her, and he was pl agued by

t he sane anxiety now. He needed her nore than he had ever previously adnitted
to hinmsel f. She had nursed himthrough those nightmares and through so nuch
nore. Wien every-one el se was consi dered, she was his only friend. The
commer ci al ended. Elise vani shed.Before his thoughts could slip back to the
dead men in his past, he went out and m xed hinmsel f another drink. He stood by
the spear and shield in the main hall. There, he could turn and | ook at Elise
t he nonent she cane through the front door, which could not be too soon
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